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ABSTRACT
TEACHER PERCEPTIONS OF EMPATHY IN EDUCATIONAL LEADERSHIP AND
ITS IMPACT ON SCHOOL CULTURE AND CLIMATE: A QUALITATIVE CASE
STUDY
Sari Goldberg McKeown

The purpose of this qualitative case study is to examine teacher perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership and its impact on school culture and climate. While the
research has started to emphasize the role of empathy among educational leaders, there is
a lack of discussion on teacher perceptions of empathy among educational leaders and
how they perceive it may actually affect school culture and climate. Prior to the COVID19 pandemic, the field of education started experiencing an increase in job stress due to
“inadequate school funding, balancing school management with instructional leadership,
new curriculum standards, educating an increasingly diverse population, shouldering
responsibility that once belonged to home or in the community, and then facing possible
termination if schools don’t show instant results” (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p.12).
Reports as early as 2008 indicate a trend in teachers leaving the field of education
resulting in an onset of a teacher shortage. The disruption to education due to the
COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented and has only added more stress to an already
high-stress profession.
The key findings in this study reveal that empathy among educational leadership
serves as a pilar for positive school culture and climate, thus giving merit to its
importance. In relation to the research questions, the findings have identified viable

leadership practices and supportive leadership qualities that ultimately influence student
progress within elementary schools.
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CHAPTER 1
Introduction
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the field of education experienced an increase
in “job stress, inadequate school funding, balancing school management with
instructional leadership, new curriculum standards, educating an increasingly diverse
population, shouldering responsibility that once belonged to home or in the community,
and then facing possible termination if schools don’t show instant results” (Hargreaves &
Fink, 2006, p.12). In 2014, the National Center for Education Statistics reported the
findings from the 2012-2013 Teacher Follow Up Survey. Approximately eight percent of
public-school teachers were already leaving the profession annually. Furthermore, 51%
of public-school teachers who left teaching shared that the manageability of their
workload was better in their current position than in teaching. In addition, 53% of publicschool teachers who left teaching reported that their general work conditions were better
in their current position than in teaching (Goldring et al., 2014). The results of the 20172018 National Teacher Principal Survey indicated that the trend to leave the field of
education continued and also concluded that less teachers are entering the profession.
From the 2008-2009 school year to the 2015-2016 school year, the amount of bachelor’s
and master’s degrees in education awarded fell by 28.5% and 31.2%, respectively.
Concluding that a shortage in teachers started prior to the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic (Garcia & Weiss, 2019).
The disruption to education due to the COVID-19 pandemic is unprecedented.
The pandemic and closure of schools in March of 2020 has only added more stress to an
already high-stress profession (American Federation of Teachers, 2017; Walker, 2018). A
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recent study identified stress as the most common current reason for leaving education
early, almost twice as common as insufficient pay. Since March of 2020, almost 50% of
the public-school teachers who voluntarily stopped teaching before their scheduled
retirement did so because of the COVID-19 pandemic. These findings were corroborated
by the majority of educators who exited the profession early accepted jobs with either
less or equal pay. Three in 10 educators also accepted jobs with no health insurance or
retirement benefits (Dilbiberti et al., 2021).
Blandford (2006) concludes that educational organization effectiveness often
directly correlates with quality leadership. How teachers feel they are treated, especially
by school administration, is reflected in how students feel they are treated by teachers.
Teachers cannot create and sustain the conditions for the productive development of
children if those conditions do not exist for themselves (Bishop & Mulford, 1999; Blase
& Blase, 2000; Louis, 1998; Sarason, 1990; Silins & Mulford, 2003). Effective
leadership is essential for educational organizations to successfully provide access and
opportunity of learning and to enhance student performance (Blandford, 2006). Studies
have provided evidence that effective principals can have important direct impacts on
student learning (Wang et a., 1993). Furthermore, elementary student achievement
increases under successful leadership even more than secondary student achievement
(Handford & Leithwood, 2019).
Empathy has become a prominent conversation globally and within education. In
the last decade, Google Trends reports approximately 75% growth in interest within the
United States on the topic of empathy leadership (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
Google Trends Interest Over Time in Empathy Leadership

Nevertheless, empathy amongst educational leaders is a research topic that is still
in its infancy stage. Minimal studies include how principals who demonstrate empathy
may or may not improve administrator/teacher or administrator/student relationships, and
as consequence, impact the school culture, climate, or student achievement. Eldor and
Shoshani (2016) explain that educational psychology has exclusively examined the effect
of compassion on students yet neglected to explore the impact on teachers.
Empathy is an essential component of the social fabric of emotion, providing a
connection between the emotions of one person with the emotions of another. The
construct of empathy has been studied in various disciplines, resulting in a disagreement
on a single definition (Jones & Rudd, 2007). Research, utilizing the snowballing effect,
has identified 43 definitions of empathy (Cuff et al., 2016). Although there is no widelyagreed upon definition of empathy, for the purpose of this study, the capacity for empathy
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is described by Daniel Goleman as emotional attunement, the ability to know how
another feels (Goleman, 2020).
Empathy has become a talked about trait essential for leaders. Studies on leaders
who demonstrate empathy are on the rise in various professions such as health care,
business, and law enforcement. Employees who work for leaders who demonstrate
empathy experience significantly less job burnout and chronic stress as well as report
higher levels of job satisfaction and engagement (Moss, 2020). Hyung et al. (2016)
examined how compassion can alleviate employees’ negative emotions, behaviors, and
thoughts. Hyung et al. (2016) found that compassion is a skill that can help create a sense
of belonging and connection to an organization. It can directly reduce an employee’s
intention to leave the organization. Elshout et al. (2013) identified an association between
leadership style and employee satisfaction in their qualitative study. They concluded that
satisfaction with a supervisor influenced overall job satisfaction. The information
provided to stakeholders from this study supported the correlation between emotional
intelligence and turnover may help those in positions of leadership education retain
critical staff (Elshout et al., 2013).
Google is an example of a company that continues to conduct extensive research
on leadership and employee engagement. For over a decade, Google has relied on data
gathered through Project Oxygen. This project was formed in 2008 by an internal team of
researchers. This team conducts ongoing research to identify behaviors that are common
among their highest performing managers and incorporate these qualities into their
manager development programs. Their findings show that the lack of emotional
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intelligence, specifically empathy, in a leader, causes employees to leave (Harrell &
Barbato, 2018).
This research study focused on teachers’ perceptions of empathy amongst
educational leaders, specifically elementary principals. There is limited research on
empathy amongst educational leaders. Empathy is not tangible. Empathy is a complex
concept. As Creswell states, it is appropriate to utilize qualitative research because of a
need to “identify variables that cannot be easily measured” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.
45). As a result, this is an ideal qualitative study.
Purpose of Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to examine of teachers’ perceptions
of empathy in educational leadership and how empathy can impact teachers’ perceptions
of school culture and climate. The researcher will examine patterns and themes that
emerge from analysis of the interviews, observation field notes, and documents. While
the research has begun emphasizing the role of empathy within school cultures, there is a
lack of discussion on teachers' perceptions of empathy and how they perceive it may
actually affect them.
Study Design and Methods
This case study will employ multiple data sources, including interviews with
teachers and administrators that will rely on open-ended interview questions. The
research seeks to determine teacher perceptions of empathetic leaders, how elementary
principals utilize empathy, and the impact of empathetic leadership. A case study is
useful because it will capture, through multiple types of data, the lived experiences of
participants.
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The research site is a public elementary school setting (kindergarten through
grade six) with 347 students. The site is in a suburb roughly 50 miles from a major
metropolis. The research will shed light on how empathy impacts leadership decision
making, positive and negative impact of utilizing empathy, and teacher perceptions of
empathetic leaders.
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
This study draws on the theoretical frameworks of Liat Eldor and Anat Shoshani
(2016) and Edgar Schein (2004). Eldor and Shoshani (2016) assume that expressing
compassion towards teachers can be a useful educational leadership tool and critical in
building deep relationships with teachers. An explanation of this framework can be seen
in Figure 2. This framework establishes compassion as paramount to teacher outcomes
(Eldor & Shoshani, 2016). Organizational culture researcher, Edgar Schein (2004),
argued, “The bottom line for leaders is that if they do not become conscious of the culture
in which they are embedded, those cultures will manage them” (p. 23).
Figure 2
Liat Eldor and Anat Shoshani’s Model for the Study of Compassion Towards Teachers at
School
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The theoretical frameworks of two well-known researchers on motivation and
satisfaction also guided the research approach and analysis for this study. Herzberg’s
motivation-hygiene theory, also referred to as the two-factor theory (as cited in Herzberg
et al., 1959), and Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs theory were selected because the
focus of the research was on teacher perception of empathy among educational leaders
and its impact on school culture and climate. Both researchers claimed people will not be
motivated by strictly external aspects of their job, such as pay or job security, in the long
run (Nieminen, 2016).
Significance of Study
Racolta-Paina and Plesca (2015) noted there is a large body of literature on the
benefits of working with emotionally intelligent employees and yet a small number of
academic studies exist. The significance of this study is that it allowed the researcher to
further add knowledge about the topic of emotional intelligence leadership, specifically
empathy, to the limited number of studies on the topic in the field of education. The
benefits of proceeding with a study of this nature will help elementary principals
understand how to better support their teachers, and ultimately their students.
Research Questions
This study investigates teachers’ perceptions of empathy amongst educational
leaders. This study is driven by the following research questions:
1.

What are teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership?

2.

How do teachers’ perceive the impact of an elementary principals’ utilization of
empathy?

3.

How does empathy impact teachers’ perceptions of school culture and climate?
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Definition of Terms
Emotional Intelligence: The ability to identify, assess and control one’s own
emotions, the emotion of others and that of groups (Goleman, 2005)
Empathy: The capacity for empathy is described by Daniel Goleman as emotional
attunement, the ability to know how another feels (Goleman, 2020)
Culture: The culture of a group is defined as shared accrued learning that shapes
how the group responds to problems and delineates for new group members the
right way to understand and react to those problems (Schein, 2017)
School Climate: School climate is the quality and character of life, including
both social and physical aspects of the school, that can positively promote
behavior, school achievement, and the social and emotional development of
students (Borkar, 2016)
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CHAPTER 2
While there are many components of educational leadership, this research focuses
on leadership and empathy, specifically, empathy defined as emotional attunement, the
ability to know how another feels (Goleman, 2020). As for those who lead with empathy,
some submit empathetic leaders experience greater success, resolve conflicts more
quickly, and facilitate more enduring professional relationships (Frei, 1985; Goleman,
2013, 2020).
Origins of Empathy
The word empathy first appeared in print in 1872 in an article by Robert Vischer,
who created the word Einfühlung, a German word meaning “feeling into,” to describe the
phenomenon by which a piece of art can evoke feelings in an observer. It originated from
the early twentieth century Greek empatheia (from em “in” and pathos “feeling”). This
was further promoted by the German psychologist, Theodore Lipps, who described
Einfühlung, or esthetic sympathy, as a process of inner imitation towards the expression
of an object of art (Levy, 1997). In 1909, Titchener, an experimental psychologist,
translated Einfühlung as empathy, borrowing from the Greek the word empatheia, which
is defined as “passion”, “passionate affection” or “to be much affected” (p.179).
Titchener, in Beginner’s Psychology, described the concept of empathy through the
reading experience: “We have a natural tendency to feel ourselves into what we perceive
or imagine. As we read about a forest, we may, as it were, become the explorer, we feel
for ourselves the gloom, the silence, the humidity, the oppression, the sense of lurking
danger; everything is strange, but it is to us that strange experience has come” (Keen,
2006, p. 209). Freud was a great admirer of Lipps and adopted the concept in his
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discussion on the role of empathy in humor (More & Milligan, 1994). Freud, describing
what happens when we laugh at a joke, wrote, “we take the producing person’s psychical
state into consideration, put ourselves into it and try to understand it by comparing it with
our own” (quoted in More & Milligan, 1994, p. 21). Freud then addressed empathy’s role
in ego integrity and group psychology; creating the foundation for the ongoing debate
over the term empathy.
Since empathy’s first use by Vischer, it has had a long and problematic history
due to disagreement within the fields of philosophy, theology, psychology, ethology, and
neuroscience as to the nature of the phenomenon (Preston & Waal, 2002). Neurological
research has shown that empathy is regulated by a part of the amygdala, a small structure
of the brain just above the brainstem (Brehony, 1999). Neuroscientists believe mirror
neurons in the medial prefrontal cortex create, within a person’s brain, a copy of the brain
state of another’s emotions (Goleman, 2006; Seitz et al., 2006). “When an individual sees
someone with an angry, hurt, or happy expression that individual's mirror neurons
activate circuits in the brain for anger, hurt, or happiness” (Goleman, 2006, p. 76; Seitz et
al., 2006). This sharing of mental representations between two people is believed to allow
the sharing of experiences and understanding of others (Seitz et al., 2006).
Research suggests the development of empathy has both innate and neurological
components, as well as adaptive tendencies based on situations and circumstances
(Decety, 2015; Eslinger, 1998; Ginot, 2009). Others widen this definition to include
helping behaviors motivated by perspective and concern (Batson et al., 2007). Although
definitions of empathy vary among multiple professions, researchers appear to echo a
familiar maxim regarding the meaning of empathy. Given the many contexts and
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frameworks for empathetic responses, a universal definition is not completely plausible
(Engelen & Röttger-Rössler, 2012). However, some agreed-upon traits of empathetic
individuals can be identified.
For example, Ketelle and Mesa’s (2006) Empathetic Understanding and School
Leadership Preparation broadly identifies empathy as “referring to the ability to
accurately assess another person’s point of view” (p. 145). Empathy also includes an
aptitude for understanding and responding to others’ emotions (Agosta, 2014; Kunyk &
20 Olson, 2001). In a review of studies regarding empathy training Lam et al. (2011),
suggest “empathic ability is an asset professionally for individuals, such as teachers,
physicians, and social workers” and define empathy as “an individual’s capacity to
understand the behavior of others, to experience their feelings, and to express that
understanding to them” (p. 162).
Goleman and Boyatzis (2008) point out “certain things leaders do – specifically,
exhibit empathy and become attuned to others’ moods – literally affect both their own
brain chemistry and that of their followers” (p. 2), suggesting elements of empathy
borrowed from biology. Jackson et al. (2006) concur, noting neural activity of those
observing pain in others, mirrors brain activity of those actually “processing” pain. This
observation supports that the ability to empathize is innate. Additional research suggests
empathic concern can be elicited and measured by evaluating behavioral and neural
responses to humans perceiving medical pain in others (Lamm et al., 2007).
Decety (2011) further suggests empathetic concern can inspire altruistic helping
behaviors, noting infants as young as 12 months will comfort others in duress, while
Vaish and Warneken (2012) point out 12 to 14-month-old babies “show egocentric
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empathic distress, in which they respond to another’s distress as if they themselves were
in distress, because they still lack a clear differentiation between self and other” (p. 132),
clarifying the phenomena of one crying infant causing another crying baby (a
spontaneous response Vaish and Warneken say can occur as early as days after birth).
Warneken and Tomasello (2006) also note altruistic helping behaviors –
motivated by empathic responses extraneous of evolutionary reactions, such as animals
aiding others in a kin group, occur at very early ages in human infants. To better
understand this inclination, the pair tested babies aged 18-months in situations where an
adult might need help with, as an example, reaching something that appeared out-ofreach, or accessing an object that appeared hindered by another object. In six of ten trials,
24 infants tested by Warneken and Tomasello helped the adult with such tasks as opening
a cabinet when the adult experimenter appeared to have too many items in his hands to
perform the task on his own. The babies also handed the adult specific articles when he
appeared unable to reach the objects. The researchers concluded, “even very young
children have a natural tendency to help other persons solve their problems, even when
the other is a stranger and they receive no benefit at all” (Warneken & Tomasello, 2006,
p. 1302).
In a 2003 Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United States
of America article, Laurie Carr and colleagues summarized the origins of empathy, along
with its neural characteristics like this:
Empathy plays a fundamental social role, allowing the sharing of
experiences, needs, and goals across individuals. Its functional aspects and
corresponding neural mechanisms, however, are poorly understood. When
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Theodore Lipps (Gallese, 2001) introduced the concept of empathy (Einfühlung),
he theorized the critical role of inner imitation of the actions of others in
generating empathy. In keeping with this concept, empathic individuals exhibit
nonconscious mimicry of the postures, mannerisms, and facial expressions of
others (the chameleon effect) to a greater extent than nonempathic individuals
(Chartrand & Bargh, 1999). Thus, empathy may occur via a mechanism of action
representation that modulates and shapes emotional contents. (p. 5497)
Emotional Intelligences
Recent research into the importance of emotional intelligence in leadership has
identified emotional intelligence as “a must have skill” (Landry, 2019). Salovey and
Mayer first presented emotional intelligence (1990) and defined emotional intelligence as
a person's capability to monitor and discriminate their own feelings and emotions as well
as the feelings and emotions of others in order to guide their thinking and action. Salovey
and Mayer (1997) first presented emotional intelligence as consisting of four abilities:
perceiving emotions, using emotions, understanding emotions, and managing emotions
(Mayer & Salovey, 1997). “Emotional intelligence refers to an ability to recognize the
meanings of emotion and their relationships, and to reason and problem-solve on the
basis of them. Emotional intelligence is involved in the capacity to perceive emotions,
assimilate emotions-related feelings, understand the information of those emotions, and
manage them” (Mayer et al., 1999, p. 267).
Goleman (1995) adapted the work on emotional intelligence from Gardner (1983)
and Salovey and Mayor (1990) to include both the abilities and psychological attributes
of an individual. He defines emotional intelligence as “the ability to rein in emotional
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impulses, to read another’s innermost feelings and to handle relationships and conflicts
smoothly (Goleman, 1998, p. 36). Goleman’s model includes 25 competencies grouped
into five categories: self-awareness, managing emotions, motivating oneself, recognizing
emotions in others, and handling relationships (Goleman, 1995, 1998a, 1998b). Goleman
claims that emotional intelligence is essential for effective leadership and he includes in
his theory the personal (self-awareness and self-management) and social skills needed for
leaders to shift from authoritative to responsive and democratic styles of leadership
(Goleman, 2000).
Emotional intelligence theorists claim that emotional intelligence is a more
important determinant for leadership and occupational effectiveness than technical
expertise or cognitive ability (Goleman, 1995, 1998a, 1998b, 2000; Mayer & Salovey,
1990, 1997; Salovey et al., 2000). A number of studies (Alon & Higgins, 2005; Brown &
Moshavi, 2005; Smigla & Pastoria, 2000) have found that “emotional intelligence is
crucial to excel at the job or assume a leadership role” (Smigla & Pastoria, 2000, p. 60).
Empathy plays an important part in this effective leadership, as noted in a study on the
relationship between emotional intelligence and intercultural sensitivity where
participants stated they needed to work on empathy (Conrad, 2006). Emotional
intelligence, specifically empathy, contributes to positive relationships and organizations
cultures. Concurrently, a lack of emotional intelligence, specifically empathy, in a leader,
causes employees to leave (Harrell & Barbato, 2018).
In 2016, Jain and Duggal conducted a study to analyze the influence of emotional
intelligence on organizational commitment. The data collection came from 120
respondents from different organizations (Jain & Duggal, 2016). The study found
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emotional intelligence correlated to organizational commitment (Jain & Duggal, 2016).
The study found that emotional intelligence does have a significant influence on
organizational commitment (Jain & Duggal, 2016).
The results of this study found that emotional intelligence had significantly
enhanced the organizational commitment of employees (Jain & Duggal, 2016). The study
also revealed that charisma and relationship management in emotional intelligence
emerged as the most important factors influencing performance of the organization (Jain
& Duggal, 2016). The researchers’ findings indicated emotional intelligence, idealized
influence, and relationship management emerged as the contributing factors and played
an important role in enhancing organizational commitment (Jain & Duggal, 2016).
Ochalski (2016) noted emotional intelligence plays a central role in the leadership
process since a leader’s emotional state can affect how followers perceive a leader. A
follower’s perception of their leader may be a factor in determining the employee’s
engagement and commitment to the organization (Ochalski, 2016). There was a
significant positive correlation between emotional intelligence and work engagement
(Ochalski, 2016). Through correlation analysis, a statistically significant relationship was
found between emotional intelligence and work engagement (Ochalski, 2016). Leaders
who are effective in the emotional management of others create a positive working
environment for their staff and are adept at resolving issues, frustrations, and obstacles
that employees may be facing in their job (Ochalski, 2016). A work environment rich in
positive mood and morale may enhance employees’ desire to want to come to work, and
hence, to feel engaged in their job (Ochalski, 2016).

15

“Transformational leadership comprises idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration” (Barling et al.,
2000, p. 157). As such, transformational leadership, the tenants of which were
popularized by James MacGregor Burns (2003) and Bass and Avolio (1994), has gained
significance among educational leaders as a reflective leadership style high in emotional
intelligence and capable of contributing to job satisfaction, sustained professionaldevelopment motivation, and leader-follower trust (Eliophotou-Menon & Ioannou, 2016).
In a review of literature, Eliophotou-Menon and Ioannou (2016) found a
significant link between teacher job satisfaction and transformational leadership, citing
such examples as common-vision growth and leader support as elemental to the
satisfaction / leadership association. In a quantitative study, Eliophotou-Menon and
Ioannou’s research including 3,074 educators, “showed that for each increase of a
standard deviation in transformational leadership, there was an increase in the
commitment of teachers to the school targets and generally to their school” (EliophotouMenon & Ioannou, 2016, p. 17).
Empathy in Education
Noddings (1984, 1992, & 2003) is a highly regarded philosopher in moral
education. In the book, The Challenge of Caring in Schools, Noddings (1992), provides
an analysis of the phenomenon of caring, making a strong case for the human need to feel
cared for. Her work on empathy advocates that we must respond to others like a mother
responds to her baby by receiving the pain of another as if it were our own. She includes
in her first condition of caring, engrossment, a “sort of empathy” (Noddings, 1984, p. 31)
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where caring involves stepping out of one’s own personal frame of reference into the
other’s” (Noddings, 1984, p. 24).
Similarly, Blase and Blase (2004) address the needs for schools to reflect an
atmosphere of caring, trust, honesty, and collaborative problem solving. Blase and Blase
(2004) found that principals who mistreated their teachers had destructive effects on
teachers psychologically and emotionally. Teachers experienced emotions such as anger,
shock, confusion, humiliation, low self-esteem, fear, fatigue, blurred vision, and many
other physical and psychological problems as a result of principal mistreatment. This then
affects relationships between colleagues, collaborative decision making, and instruction
in the classroom (Blase & Blase, 2004). “The importance of related leadership skills and
corresponding attitudes and values to the development of strong positive relationships
between principals and teachers cannot be overemphasized; indeed respectful,
constructive relationships between principals and teachers are essential for school
improvement” (Blase & Blase, 2004, p. 246). Principals must be aware and attuned to
teachers’ professional and emotional needs in order to help them reach their fullest
potential.
Over the years, a great deal of attention has been focused on creating safe schools
by reducing student conflict and violence. In an effort to eliminate bullying, vandalism,
fighting, and other aggressive behaviors, schools have adopted a variety of safe school
and conflict resolution initiatives (Kahn & Lawhorne, 2004). While the main aspect of
the safe schools initiative has been on physical qualities such as surveillance cameras,
vestibules, or school resource officers, creating school civility has also been addressed
though zero tolerance policies and prosocial interventions through classroom curriculum
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(Kahn & Lawhorne, 2004). “What these initiatives often fail to consider is the crucial role
empathy plays in the daily display of anger control, conflict resolution, and civility. The
absence of developmentally appropriate empathy has been shown to be a major
contributor to acts of aggression, while its presence is the fundamental influence upon a
culture of safe and humane schools” (Kahn & Lawhorne, 2003, p. 5). Clearly, a
systematic approach involving the essential elements of empathy are needed in school
leadership, school counseling, and instructional interventions.
School violence over the years has resulted in a great deal of literature and media
attention highlighting the need to address caring and tolerance in schools and at home.
Davis (1994) found the literature on environment influences on empathy to be
inconsistent, but argues that the evidence does point to “close and secure family
relationships are associated with heightened affective responsivity to the experiences of
others” (Davis, 1994, p.80). Undoubtedly, a supportive and nurturing family will have an
impact on a child’s ability to empathize with others, but schools can also play a role.
Manger et al. (2001) conducted a study in five Norwegian municipalities and found that
schools can play a significant role in the promotion of prosocial behavior such as
empathy through training programs. “There is reason to believe that for many children,
the role of socialization agents such as the school becomes even more important because
their home atmosphere is not fostering the type of attitudes and behavior needed to
develop high empathy” (Manger et al., 2001, p. 88).
Empathy in education has also been addressed through the work surrounding
diversity, equity, and inclusivity. McAllister and Irvine (2002) found that empathy
involves cognitive, affective, and behavior components. They studied the role of empathy
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in 34 practicing teachers who were involved in a multicultural professional development
seminar that entailed forty hours in a cohort. The results of this study highlight the
importance of professional development and multicultural education for practicing
teachers in order to cultivate empathetic behaviors and dispositions. Teachers who
participated in the professional development of cultural diversity developed more
empathy for all students.
School Culture and Climate
An integral part of creating schools that foster academic achievement for all
students is the presence of a positive and supportive school culture and climate (TichnorWagner et al., 2016). School climate includes many factors such as organization, safety,
discipline, teacher support, emphasis on learning, relationships, and an overall sense of
connectedness (Voight et al., 2013). A positive school climate is needed for teachers and
students to flourish (Adams et al., 2016). Edgar H. Schein (2010) distinguishes the
unique function of leadership as it differs from management and administration in that
leaders have more concern for culture.
Schools with positive climates reach greater achievement outcomes and teacher
performance levels, promote attachments to the school, and reduce social risk factors
(Adams et al., 2016). Positive school climate is associated with increased student
achievement and motivation, more frequent and effective teacher collaboration, and the
overall happiness of teachers with their jobs (Bower & Carlton Parsons, 2016). These
higher achieving schools also boast higher graduation rates and better behavioral
outcomes (Voight et al., 2013). Luckily, school climate is a changeable factor that school
leaders are able to manipulate and improve (Voight et al., 2013).
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Many factors contribute to an overall positive school climate (Oyedeji, 2017).
Schools with students and teachers who portray a positive school climate have distinctive
practices and structures that distinguish them from less effective schools (TichnorWagner et al., 2016). These practices and structures include shared goals centered on
high expectations, frequent opportunities for participatory leadership, formal
collaboration, and purposeful supports to help students engage and achieve in academics
(Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2016). Educators in schools with positive climates are not afraid
to engage in challenging and sometimes uncomfortable conversations to make needed
improvements and determine where efforts should be focused (Warner & Heindel, 2017).
Positive school climates lead to respect, trust, communication, and cooperation among
students, faculty, parents, and the surrounding community (Robinette, 2016). Establishing
a positive school culture requires everyone involved to buy into the idea and participate
in making necessary changes to achieve these attributes (Rothengast, 2016).
Students attending schools with a positive climate feel supported and have solid
relationships with peers and adults (“Building a Positive School Climate,” 2017).
Relationships and feelings of support are necessities that allow all students to reach their
highest levels of achievement (“Building a Positive School Climate,” 2017). The
atmosphere in schools with a positive culture and climate is welcoming, and one feels
accepted immediately (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). A school building with a positive
climate has enough space for students and staff, provides a feeling of safety to staff and
students, and has an overall welcoming atmosphere (“Building a Positive School
Climate,” 2017). Faculty in schools with a positive culture frequently collaborate,
especially regarding instruction (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2016).
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A top concern for schools at all levels is safety (Oyedeji, 2017). The feeling of
safety can include a variety of forms, such as physical, social, and emotional safety
(Rudasill et al., 2018). The feeling of safety in schools dramatically promotes student
achievement and overall healthy development (Oyedeji, 2017). Positive school climates
reduce student aggression and the teacher distress associated with negative student
behaviors (Berg & Cornell, 2016).
Students who attend schools with a positive climate feel supported (“Building a
Positive School Climate,” 2017). Everyone involved in a positive school climate,
including teachers, administrators, and support staff, work continuously throughout the
year to reward and promote positive behavior and actions (“Building a Positive School
Climate,” 2017), which allows all stakeholders to feel good about school and have a
sense of belonging to a group (Gruenert & Whitaker, 2015). Teachers have a positive
rapport with students and communicate with them regularly, which allows educators to
be responsive to the individual needs of students and stay informed about events that
affect the students’ learning at home and school (“Building a Positive School Climate,”
2017). Other factors of a positive school climate include high expectations, an involved
parent population, a knowledgeable staff, and an intimate learning environment (Voight
et al., 2013).
Several elements contribute to creating a supportive and positive school culture
(Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2016). Building successful relationships among all stakeholders
is imperative to achieving a positive culture (Warner & Heindel, 2017). According to
Tichnor-Wagner et al. (2016), teachers and leaders in schools with a positive culture and
climate also participate in communities characterized by high expectations and believe
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strongly in the collective and individual efficacy of the faculty and staff. These
characteristics lead to positive outcomes for students (Tichnor-Wagner et al., 2016).
Establishing positive relationships between students and teachers pays dividends in the
long run (Wilhelm, 2017). Researchers have revealed students exhibit increased
performance and put more effort into their academic studies when they are given more
rigorous course work and feel teachers have high expectations for them (Tichnor Wagner
et al., 2016).
Empathy and the Educational Leader
Michael Fullan stated “Our job is to develop leaders as we develop as leaders
ourselves” (as cited in Zegarac, 2012, p. 14). In Helping Teachers Become Leaders,
Patricia Phelps echoes Fullan’s sentiments by emphasizing that veteran teachers and
building administrators can support aspiring teacher leaders to understand their role as
influencers of school climate by cultivating a climate of inquiry and championing an
environment that encourages collective ideation (Phelps, 2008, p. 121). These strategies
may be difficult to execute without a level of empathy.
In fact, empathetic leaders, including those who consciously mentor and advise
future leaders, are often the same leaders who achieve sustainability, not only of the
organization (school building or district), but also for a community-centered school
culture and student success (Coffey & Horner, 2012; Rhodes et al., 2011).
The act of caring demonstrated by the truly empathetic leader is most effective
when authentically evolved from an emotion, to a perspective-taking practice, further
fortified by intentional, positive relationships with colleagues and students, bolstered by
effective communication that supports understanding (Beaty-O’Ferrall et al., 2010).
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Leadership preparation that includes empathetic training can highlight the value of
empathetic responses as well as increase deeper understanding of others among leaders
(Ketelle & Mesa, 2006).
College professor and education consultant, Alan Mortiboys (2012), authored the
book “Teaching with Emotional Intelligence: A step-by step guide for high and further
education professionals.” Mortiboys explains that he begins every professional learning
lecture by requesting attendees to envision an educational experience from their
childhood in which they had strong feelings about. He then invites the participants to
summarize that experience into a singular descriptive word such as angry or excited.
Mortiboys’ argument is that learning does not happen in the absence of emotion, and
classroom experiences are reflexive, with teachers and learners together creating a
classroom environment.
Kettle and Mesa (2006) further recognize the value of empathy in educational
leadership, identifying attributes such as self-awareness and “empathetic insight” as
characteristics of effective leaders. However, little research has been accomplished to
analyze leadership action. As a result, Kettle and Mesa suggest a framework for empathy
training of educational leaders and states “empathy is a precondition of any leadership
style.”
A study conducted by Moon et al. (2016) examined positive work-related identity
as a mediator between empathy and employee outcomes. The study included 317
participants from multiple firms in South Korea. The results showed that when empathy
is demonstrated in the workplace, it is associated with positive work-related identities, an
increase in organizational commitment, and a decrease in employee turnover (Moon et
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al., 2016). The researchers found that when employees receive empathy from others in
the workplace, numerous positive employee outcomes occur. From a practical
implication perspective, this is a major finding because organizational leaders may focus
on using empathy in the workplace in order to achieve higher employee performance.
Additional research has shown that empathy in the workplace increases
organizational commitment and employee performance; there are other advantages as
well. A study conducted by Chu (2016) investigated the impact of empathy in a hospital
with the nursing staff. The results showed that when the nursing staff received empathy
from supervisors, coworkers, and residents, the organizational citizenship behaviors of
the nurses increased. Chu explained that when the nursing staff received empathy from
others, they believed that people cared about them as people. This also caused an increase
in positive moods from the nursing staff (Chu, 2016). The final takeaway from this study
illustrated that when nurses received empathy from others, the staff became more
attentive to organizational responsibilities and going out of their way to help others (Chu,
2016). These findings support previous research conducted by Lilius et al. (2008) in that
empathy in the workplace increases positive behaviors from employees.
An additional aspect in cultivating commitment is educational leaders’ ability to
foster trust. Louis and Wahlstrom (2011) point out in Principals as Cultural Leaders that
trust is an important element to school culture. Trust enhances teachers’ desire to
participate in professional communities and encourages engaging instruction. Caldwell et
al. (2012) argue that trust can be taken to an even more intricate, ingrained level by
transitioning leadership practice into transformative experiences through a combination
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of leadership traits, including those foundational to transformational leadership, to create
leadership that is ethically motivated and value-centered.
Learning Empathy
In the past, empathy was considered an inborn trait that could not be learned.
Studies over the last 15 years have shown that empathy, this vital leadership
precondition, can be taught (Ioannidou & Konstantikaki, 2008). In 2012, a one-year long
investigation of the retention of the knowledge, attitudes and skills acquired after
empathy training demonstrated that improvement in self-reported empathy and objective
knowledge of the neurobiology of emotions persisted (Phillips, et al., 2012). The training
in this study focused on decoding verbal and non-verbal emotional cues; recognizing
their own emotional responses; learning specific techniques for regulating and managing
emotional responses; and applying these skills to both typical and challenging encounters.
Simply stated, this clinical study demonstrated that empathic skills can be learned and
enhanced (Phillips et al., 2012).
Additional studies identified successful training strategies such as effective
listening, perspective-taking, and cultivating authentic relationships. These are some of
the same strategies transformational theorists say can be learned and, consequently, can
elevate team members and create continuity within empowered organizations (Miller,
2007, 2009).
A result of this new research in the neurobiology and physiology of empathy led
to the development of an evidence-based education program called E.M.P.A.T.H.Y.® cofounded by Dr. Helen Riess in 2012. This training program incorporates translational
research in the neurobiology and physiology of emotions to improve patient and
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healthcare provider relationships with an emphasis on physician, nurse, and allied health
professional empathy. “The E.M.P.A.T.H.Y. tool, I quickly realized, does not only apply
to doctors. These same concepts translate to other types of relationships and settings. In
human interactions, empathy is one of the most powerful forces we have for connecting
with and helping others” (Riess, 2018, p. 45).
Limitations of Empathy
Studies have shown that the limitations of empathy are apparent in the context of
conflict and competition. Simply stated, empathy is biased. Individuals are more likely to
empathize with those who are from similar social, racial, and political circles. The
findings from a study conducted by Avenanti et al. (2005), suggest that an empathic
neural response to the physical suffering of others occur readily, but unconscious racial
prejudice lessened the extent to which empathy for other race targets occurs and persists.
Another limitation of empathy found in a recent study shows that empathy has the
ability to predict aggressive behavior. Findings from Buffone and Poulin’s (2014) study
indicate that empathy, combined with a threat to a close individual in which someone
cares for, may trigger an aggressive response. Empathy for others may motivate
aggression on their behalf (Buffone & Poulin, 2014).
Empathy fatigue has also been thought of as another limitation. Empathetic
fatigue is an empathetic reaction resulting from repeatedly observing the emotional or
physical suffering of others or frequently listening to a person suffering from mental or
physical dysfunction (Zhang et al., 2020). In this study, 712 participants were included in
an analysis which resulted in a significantly positive association between empathetic
distress and fatigue (Zhang et al., 2020).
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Theoretical and Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework proposed for this study is grounded in the work of Liat
Eldor and Anat Shoshani (2016), Daniel Goleman (2020), Frederick Herzberg (1959),
Abraham Maslow (1954), and Robert Tanner (2018). When viewed through the lens of
Eldor and Shoshani (2016), it is assumed that school principals could be more powerful
and impactful when they begin considering teachers as a whole person with feelings,
needs, and concerns. Their findings included that expressing compassion towards
teachers can be a useful leadership tool and critical in building deep relationships with
teachers. Furthermore, this may overlap with principals’ objectives of improving teacher
outcomes and school performance (Eldor & Shoshani, 2016). Eldor and Shoshani (2016)
noted these findings are important for educators because they indicate that compassion
has an important impact not only on students but also on teachers. Rather than seeing
compassion as peripheral to teacher outcomes, this study established it as paramount to
them (Eldor & Shoshani, 2016). The findings from the study reveal how fundamental
needs and affective experiences at teachers’ schools such as compassionately supported
environments are ultimately associated with improving teacher outcomes (Eldor &
Shoshani, 2016). Please see Eldor and Shoshani’s model for the study of compassion
towards teachers at school in Figure 2.
In 1990, Daniel Goleman, a psychologist at Harvard, embraced and expanded the
work of Mayer, Gardner and Salovey. Goleman introduced the importance of emotional
intelligence in the workplace. Goleman states that emotional intelligence refers to the
capacity for recognizing our own feelings and the feelings of others, for motivating
ourselves, for managing our emotions and our relationships. When viewed through this
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lens, it is assumed that relationship management provides inspiration, potential to
influence, and the ability to help leaders grow in managing conflict, and emotional
competency (Goleman, 1995).
In 1995, Goleman identified four emotional intelligence concepts that are related
to relationship management: self-awareness, self-management, social awareness, and
relationship management (Goleman et al., 2002). This concept can be seen in Figure 3.
Goleman created an emotional intelligence-based theory of performance which included
a set of guidelines for effectiveness and competencies for individual worker development.
He claims emotional intelligence is the ability to understand and control our emotions
and feelings. Goleman states that this ability helps create effective, influential leaders.
Figure 3
Daniel Goleman’s Four Emotional Intelligence Concepts

Daniel Goleman also created five emotional intelligence domains, which include
self-awareness, managing emotions, motivating oneself, recognizing emotions in others,
and handling relationships as seen in Figure 4. Self-awareness is the ability to recognize
and understand a feeling as it is happening. Goleman shares that this is the “keystone to
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emotional intelligence” (Goleman, 2020, p. 37). Managing emotions is the ability to
handle feelings or soothe oneself. This builds on self-awareness. Individuals who excel in
the ability to manage emotions bounce back from life’s setbacks more quickly.
Motivating oneself is the ability to control impulses and delay gratification. Recognizing
emotions in others is empathy, the “fundamental people skill” (Goleman, 2020, p. 38).
Handling relationships is the skill of managing the emotions in others (Goleman, 2020, p.
37-38).
Figure 4
Daniel Goleman’s Five Domains of Emotional Intelligence
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Herzberg’s (1959) two-factor theory of motivation is based on two separate and
distinct sets of factors that affect employee motivation. The first set is motivation factors
and includes experiencing interesting and challenging work opportunities, growing both
personally and professionally, and feeling one’s contributions in the work environment
are meaningful (Herzberg et al., 1959). Motivation factors contribute to the presence of
employee job satisfaction (Nieminen, 2016). The other set of factors are referred to as
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hygiene factors and include compensation, job security, and positive working conditions
(Herzberg et al., 1959). Hygiene factors contribute to the absence of job dissatisfaction
(Pullen, 2014).
Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy is based on a universal set of basic needs. Naturally,
people satisfy their most imminent needs first before moving on to satisfy the next level
of higher needs (Maslow, 1954). Tanner (2018) related the hierarchy of needs to the
workplace:
1.

Physiological Needs: basic issues of survival such as salary and stable

employment
2.

Security Needs: stable physical and emotional environment issues such as

benefits, pension, safe work environment, and fair work practices
3.

“Belongingness” Needs: social acceptance issues such as friendship or

cooperation on the job
4.

Esteem Needs: positive self-image and respect and recognition issues such

as job titles, nice workspaces, and prestigious job assignments
5.

Self-Actualization Needs: achievement issues such as workplace

autonomy, challenging work, and subject matter expert status on the job
(Tanner, 2018, p. 4-5)
The hierarchy should provide insight to administrators about what workplace needs are
most important to teachers and the order in which those needs should be met (Tanner,
2018).
The study of organizational culture provides a framework for understanding
organizational life which places an emphasis on the collective group of people instead of
the individual. Schein (2004), in explaining the importance of studying the forces of
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culture, stated that “if we don’t understand the operation of these forces, we become
victim to them” (Schein, 2004, p. 3). Further, by studying organizational culture, the
voices of those who are heard, unheard, silenced, or invisible, can begin to be accessed
and understood.
Edgar Schein distinguishes the unique function of leadership as it differs from
management and administration in that leaders have more concern for culture (Schein,
2010, p. 195). With that being defined in education, leaders of schools focus more on the
three levels of culture as illustrated in Figure 5.
Understanding culture helps to explain behaviors that otherwise seem irrational
and unexplainable. Understanding culture can further explain assumptions that may be
held by an organization or subgroups of which one was previously unaware or did not
understand. Through understanding organizational culture, knowledge can be developed
and examined for a multitude of purposes which may include providing a description of
the realities of what is going on in an organization, an assessment that will result in
change for the betterment of the people who are impacted by the organization, and in
some cases leading to greater organizational effectiveness (Schneider et al., 2011;
Driskill & Brenton, 2005).
The model in Figure 6 illustrates the relationship between empathy among
educational leaders and the impact on teacher perceptions, which drives the outcomes of
school climate and culture.
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Figure 5
Edgar Schein’s Three Levels of Culture

Figure 6
Relationship Between Teacher Perceptions of Empathy Among Educational Leaders and
the Impact on School Climate and Culture

Empathy
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Leaders
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CHAPTER 3
This chapter provides a comprehensive overview of the methodology and
procedures for data collection and analysis that the researcher utilized for this study. As
the previous chapter has identified, during a time in which the trend to leave the field of
education continued and less teachers are entering the profession, there is a shortage of
teachers which started prior to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic. This case study
will help elementary principals to understand teachers’ perceptions of empathy and how
to best utilize empathy as an element of their leadership.
Data collection involved a qualitative case study approach. Creswell (2013)
described case study research in the following manner: “Case studies are a design of
inquiry found in many fields, especially evaluation, in which the researcher develops an
in-depth analysis of a case, often a program, event, activity, process or one or more
individuals” (Creswell, 2013 p. 14). Further, “Cases are bounded by time and activity,
and researchers collect detailed information using a variety of data collection procedures
over a sustained period of time” (Creswell, 2013 p. 14). Case studies employ multiple
methods of collecting data (Creswell, 2013; Stake 1995). “From a Yinian perspective,
case study research should rest upon multiple sources of evidence, with data needing to
converge in a triangulating fashion” (Yazan, 2015, p. 142). For this study, the researcher
relied on individual interviews with teachers, individual interviews with the building
leader, individual interviews with teachers, and document analysis.
The researcher sought to understand the potential merits and detriments of teacher
perceptions of empathy among educational leadership. Respectively, interviews were
conducted with teachers of varying experiences and their building leader. The findings of
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the interviews reflect the foundation of this study. As described by Yin (2011), the goal
of such open-ended interviews is to “Encourage participants to have the time and
opportunity to reconstruct their own experiences and reality in their own words” (p.32).
As such, for the purposes of collecting the qualitative data involved in this study, the
methodology included a series of open-ended interviews with teachers and an
administrator, two distinct stake-holder groups outlined further in the setting section of
this chapter.
Research Design
The methodology the researcher identified for this study is a case study. For a
case study, a wide range of viewpoints are necessary in order to gain different
perspectives and more data. Therefore, the researcher varied the participants included in
the individual interviews. The participants were teachers and the building leader. There
were both male and female teachers in varying grade levels. The participants included a
range of years of service in education and a range of years teaching in this building. The
researcher conducted individual interviews with six teachers and an individual interview
with the building leader. The insights from the participants allowed the researcher the
opportunity to understand the intricacies of what is being studied (Stake, 1995). The
researcher also analyzed secondary data sources including document analysis of a
welcome back staff letter to the community and a community survey. Documents are an
effective way to gather data reliably, provide background information, and additional
details (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Case study research involves exploring a case or cases within a bounded system;
bounded by setting, time, or place (Stake, 1995). The bounded system of the cases in this
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study consists of a contemporary context or setting during a bounded time frame. This
case was portrayed during the 2021-2022 academic school year that commenced after the
COVID-19 pandemic was coming to an end. Additionally, the cases will be bounded by
demographic elements that will depict their geographic region (e.g., Suffolk County,
Long Island), which will be explained in the forthcoming settings section. By utilizing
the case study approach, the researcher developed an in-depth understanding and
identified the factors and dynamics involved teachers’ perceptions of leadership empathy.
Setting
This study was conducted in fall of 2021 at Elementary A, a suburban elementary
school in Suffolk County, New York. This public school serves 320 students from
kindergarten through 6th grade. New York State has identified this school as a Targeted
Support and Improvement (TSI) school. According to NYSED, Districts that struggle to
prepare some of their student subgroups on some or all indicators are identified as Target
Districts.
The school’s student population has seen a 17% decline since the 2015-2016
school year when this public school served 384 students. As shown in Table 1, the
current student population in Elementary A includes a majority Caucasian population at
61%, followed by 35% of the population Hispanic, 2% identified as Multiracial, 1%
Asian, and 1% Black. The student population consists of 57% Males and 43% Females.
There are 35 staff members, which has also declined for over five school years.
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Table 1
Elementary A School Demographics
Category

Number of Students

Gender
Male

183

Female

137

Race/Ethnicity
Asian

4

Black

4

Hispanic

109

Multiracial

5

Caucasian

198

English Language Learners

70

Students with Disabilities

38

Economically Disadvantaged

125

Migrant

12

Note. Information based on 320 students
Participants
The participants in this study focused on the perceptions of teachers’ and the
building principal. All references to the teachers and school leader from here on out will
use their name code (Teacher 1, Teacher 2, Teacher 3, Teacher 4, Teacher 5, Teacher 6,
Teacher 7, and Principal) as shown in Table 2. The participants were chosen through
purposive and convenience sampling methods (Maxwell, 2013). The sample was
purposive as the participants vary in grades, gender, years in education, and years
teaching in this building. “Sampling both within and across cases puts flesh on the bones
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of general concepts and their relationships” (Miles et al., 2020). The school principal and
the seven teachers consented to triangulate the data collected from the teachers, ensuring
representativeness and validity of my conclusions (Miles et al., 2020).
Table 2
Description of Participants

Participant

Total Years of
Education
Experience

Total Years of
Education Experience
in Current Building

Gender

Teacher #1
Teacher #2
Teacher #3

15
9
25

14
7
23

M
F
M

Teacher #4
Teacher #5
Teacher #6
Teacher #7
Educational
Leader

20
30
16
29
28

20
30
15
21
17

F
F
M
F
F

Position
5th Grade Teacher
K-2 ENL Teacher
K-6 Physical
Education Teacher
4th Grade Teacher
5th Grade Teacher
3rd Grade Teacher
2nd Grade Teacher
K-6 Elementary
Principal

Note. M = Male, F = Female
Data Collection Procedures
This study used several data collection procedures as is necessary for case study
research to obtain an in-depth analysis (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The educators were
purposefully identified to participate in this study. Invitations and consent forms were
emailed to all participants. In order to develop an engaging conversation in each
interview, the researcher designed a teacher interview protocol and principal interview
protocol (See Appendices). These protocols were structured with open-ended questions
that asked participants their perceptions of empathy, their experiences with empathy, and
the impact empathy has on school culture and climate. The individual interviews were
then conducted via Zoom, a video conferencing platform. Interviews were recorded and
transcribed utilizing Otter Voice Meeting Notes, a password protected speech to text
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transcription application. The transcription was then scrubbed to correct errors and
remove identifiable and extraneous content. The data was then uploaded into Dedoose, a
web application that organizes research data to help code transcripts.
Individual Interviews
Creswell (2013) described the use of interviewing to gather more information
from specific participants and their particular views on an event. In order to do this, the
interviewer needs participants who are not hesitant to speak and share their ideas. The
shy interviewee might present a problem for the interviewer (Creswell, 2013, p. 164).
Creswell (2013) also outlined the following steps for interviewing participants: decide on
the research questions that will be answered in the interviews, identify interviewees,
determine what type of interview is practical, use adequate recording procedures, design
and use an interview protocol, refine the interview questions, determine the place for
conducting the interview, obtain consent from the interviewees, and utilize good
interview procedures (Creswell, 2013, p.166). The researcher employed all of these
tactics during individual interviews. As Creswell explained, a good interviewer is a “good
listener rather than a frequent speaker during an interview” (Creswell, 2013, p. 166).
In the development of the semi-structured interview protocol, questions were
grouped into two main domains: (1) school, culture and climate and (2) empathy and the
educational leader. In addition to these two domains, basic demographic information was
also collected (see Table 3).
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Table 3
Interview Protocol Questions
Domain

Teacher Protocol

Administrator Protocol

School
Culture &
Climate

>How do you perceive your school setting?
>Tell me about working with your colleagues.
>Describe the relationship you have with
colleagues.
>What are the attitudes of your colleagues
regarding work?
>What is your general attitude regarding work?
>How does your leader’s level of empathy impact
school culture and climate? Share an example

>How do you perceive the school setting?
>How do you think teachers perceive the
school setting?
>Tell me about working with your colleagues.
>Describe the relationship you have
with colleagues.
>What are the attitudes of your colleagues
regarding work?
>What is your general attitude regarding
work?
>How does your level of empathy impact
school culture and climate? Share an example

Empathy
and the
Educational
Leader

>What is your leader’s level of empathy? Share
an example
>How does this style work for you? Share an
example
>How does your leader’s level of empathy impact
school culture and climate? Share an example
>How does your leader’s level of empathy impact
decision making? Share an example
>How does your leader’s level of empathy impact
success in your classroom? Share an example
>Are there things you need in order to be more
successful? If so, what?
>How well do you think your leaders can put
themself in your shoes and understand you? Share
an example
> Has empathy ever had a negative impact?
>Is there anything I missed that you would like to
add about your perceptions of empathy in
education?

>Describe your level of empathy. Share an
example
>How this style works for your staff? Share an
example
>Describe how your level of empathy impacts
school culture? Share an example
>Describe how your level of empathy impacts
decision making? Share an example
>What is the level of empathy most of your
staff have?
>Is there anything that gets in your way of
being empathetic toward other people?
>How has empathy ever had a negative
impact?
>Is there anything I missed that you would like
to add about your perceptions of empathy in
education?

Observations
An important aspect to a case study is observation of the setting. Stake (1995)
reported that the researcher is an interpreter, and when observing, must objectively record
happenings while simultaneously examining meaning; as part of this process of
interpretation, research questions may be refined or even replaced during the course of
the study. One virtual visit occurred; it was not possible to coordinate an in person visit
during the research phase due to COVID-19 pandemic school guidelines. During the
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virtual visit, field notes were recorded. Field notes describe the setting and situation as
comprehensively as possible, and include both (1) descriptive information about what has
been seen and heard and (2) reflective information that captures the researcher’s personal
reactions and reflections in the moment (Stake, 1995). An observation protocol, informed
by Stake (1995) was created for this purpose and is found in Appendix C
Document Review
“Good research practice obligates the researcher to triangulate, that is, to use
multiple methods, data sources, and researchers to enhance the validity of research
findings” (Mathison, 1988, p.13). Document analysis was the last method of data
collection for the study for purposes of triangulation and corroboration. Documents are
an effective way to gather data reliably. They are stable and non-reactive to strengthen
and support research. Documents can provide background information and provide
details from a certain period of time and lead researchers to ask specific questions
(Bowen, 2009). The researcher analyzed two letters from the principal to the community,
an email to the staff from the principal, district mission statement, website, and school
social media accounts. The wording of the documents showed the vision and leadership
style of the building leader. A review of documents can also provide an important source
of triangulation (Creswell, 2015).
Trustworthiness of the Design
According to Miles et al. (2020), trustworthiness and data quality can be assessed
in various ways. Triangulating data establishes credibility. “To make sure that the
findings are transferable between the researcher and those being studied, thick description
is necessary” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 256). The intent is for the researcher to utilize
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the data and look for recurring behaviors or actions. Triangulating data is integral to the
trustworthiness of a study. “Observation is one of the key tools for collecting data in
qualitative research” (Creswell & Poth, p. 166). While the researcher did not have the
opportunity conduct an in-person observation due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the
researcher did conduct a virtual observation and utilize several other data sources to
confirm understandings of the data. Since the researcher conducted a case study, the
researcher utilized ten individual interviews, the principal’s welcome letter to the
families, and a district family survey. This allowed for corroboration from different
sources which enhanced the validity of the information (Miles et al., 2020).
Another way to ensure trustworthy information in the transcripts is to check for
representativeness which the researcher employed in the study. One of the difficulties in a
study might be getting non-representative participants, which may have been the case in
my study. The researcher sampled participants who were easily contacted and who are
very cooperative. Perhaps because of this, the researcher did not have anyone with a
varying perspective of empathy amongst educational leaders (Miles et al., 2020).
Lastly, incorporating member checks improves accuracy and dependability of the
data. Participants play an important part in validating data. According to Stake (1995),
participants should be asked to examine and review drafts of the researcher’s work to
ensure the data analysis reflects their experience. Providing the opportunity for the
participants in this case study to evaluate the transcripts increased the trustworthiness of
the data.
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Research Ethics
The researcher utilized several steps in order to protect the school site and the
participants who consented to participate in the study. Prior to any data collection, the
researcher sent out consent letters to all participants. The researcher also gained access to
the site by asking permission from the principal of the school (See Appendices). In the
Appendices, all consent forms are shown that document ethical considerations and
concerns for the subjects who participated. Research participants were asked to complete
consent forms which explained that all participants who agreed to partake in the study
would remain confidential. After the data was collected, it was kept on a password
protected computer and then saved on a password protected application called Dedoose.
Dedoose is a web application that organizes research data to help code transcripts. Data
security was increased since the data could only be accessed through a password
protected computer and software application.
Prior to each individual interview, the researcher also reviewed the contract with
the participants. The researcher reminded the participants that all participation in the
interviews would be voluntary and that they could stop at any time. The researcher
reinforced that they would be audio recorded to ensure accuracy, not to include any
names of who were present in the interview, and that they had a right to pass on
answering a question if they chose. Lastly, participants were told of the risks inherent in
this study which were none other than their time but the benefits included informing on
empathetic leadership.
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Data Analysis
During the interviews, the researcher gathered audio recordings, transcripts, and
field notes. In all field notes, the researcher was observant of the expressions, body
language, and other nonverbal cues of the participants (Miles et al., 2020). All interview
sessions were audio recorded by a password protected application software Zoom
Conferencing. All interview sessions were also transcribed into a document utilizing a
password protected application software called Otter Voice Meeting Notes. This allowed
the researcher to check for accuracy by reviewing the recordings several times while
reading the transcriptions.
Qualitative data software, Dedoose, was utilized in order to organize data.
Transcripts from interviews, field notes from observations, and documents were loaded
into Dedoose. The researcher began the coding process or clustering techniques
according to Miles et al. (2020) by beginning with a start list of codes in Dedoose. In the
initial round of coding, the researcher used a pre-determined list of codes, which were
created based upon the domains of school culture and climate that were previously
identified by the researcher based upon the theoretical framework.
Within each of these domains, narrower codes were created to classify
information. The researcher engaged in multiple rounds of coding. On subsequent rounds
of coding, additional codes were added as the researcher read through and made sense of
the data. Codes were then organized into patterns and themes (Miles et al., 2020).
Researcher Role
While collecting data for this qualitative study on teacher’s perceptions of
empathy among educational leaders, it is imperative to reflect on our role and how our

43

perspective, beliefs, and experiences will serve as factors in the study. The values the
researcher holds while researching this topic impacts the study, questions, findings, and
interpretations (Banks, 1998). According to Banks, objective research, or research that
does not include any personal components, does not exist because subjective and
objective knowledge are always interconnected; researchers’ constructs also often reflect
their personal values and life experiences (Banks, 1998). However, we must still strive
for objectivity. To reconcile this in the research, the researcher will explicitly
acknowledge how personal values impact the study, the participants who were part of the
research, and how these challenges will be addressed (Creswell & Poth, 2018).
According to Banks (1998), there are many typologies of researchers that might
change according to the situation and time. Merton (1972), wrote that both the insider and
outsider perspectives are needed to seek the truth and that we are all both insiders and
outsiders depending on the situations (as cited in Banks 1998). Therefore, one researcher
can take on many of these typologies at once. For example, in some respects the
researcher is an outsider since the values and beliefs stem more from an administrator
perspective rather than a teacher’s perspective. However, the researcher can also take the
stance of an insider, as the researcher was also once a teacher. Therefore, can understand
the perspectives of the teacher participants. There are limitations to the researcher’s
understanding since the researcher did not ever work in this school being studied in any
capacity or reside in that area. Furthermore, the researcher is no longer a teacher. Finally,
the researcher taught in a school with a building leader who the researcher perceived to
have a high level of empathy. Therefore, the researcher experienced its effects firsthand
and believes in its value (Banks, 1998).
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Banks (1998) suggests that insiders often tend to exaggerate the uniformity of
perspectives which impacts my role as a researcher and as an insider based on my
experience as a teacher. As the researcher collected data for my qualitative study, the
researcher recognized this limitation and sought unique perspectives of each of the
participants. The researcher was eager to hear their views and how they perceive
empathetic leaders. Ultimately, the researcher wanted to show the participants how much
the researcher valued the role as a learner in this process. The researcher aimed to show
my participants that the researcher wanted to hear their thoughts on the topic, positive
and negative. Moreover, the researcher focused on building trust and rapport with the
participants, so they felt comfortable sharing their thoughts (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By
doing so, the researcher hoped that the participants were more eager to share their
experiences and views (Glesne, 2016).
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CHAPTER 4
Introduction
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine teachers’ perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership and its impact on school culture and climate. This case
study utilized observations, document review, and interviews with teachers and the
building leader who work in a K-6 elementary school. This chapter provides analysis of
the collected data according to themes that emerged within the context of the research
questions.
Three overarching themes emerged from the analysis of the collected data from
the study. These themes were identified and defined by the researcher. The first theme
has been defined as empathy is a supportive behavior, meaning the teachers identified
tools and resources demonstrated by the principal that were perceived as helpful.
Participants discussed the importance of empathy, feeling heard, listening for
understanding, and experiencing trust. Participants also recognized that leaders model
empathetic behavior. The second theme has been defined as community commitment,
meaning that there is a bond between stakeholders including teachers, leader, students,
and parents. Stakeholders are vested in the community’s success. Participants discussed a
sense of family, the importance of positive relationships, feeling valued, collaborating,
and connecting. The third theme has been defined as COVID-19 impact, meaning the
effect of the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants discussed the perceived influence the
pandemic has had on them as educators.
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Findings
Theme 1: Empathy is a Supportive Behavior
The first overarching theme that emerged during the analysis of the collected data
was that empathy is a supportive behavior. The researcher has defined this theme as
identified tools and resources demonstrated by the principal that teachers perceive as
supportive. All teacher participants, despite their current teaching position, grade level,
years of experience, or gender, described a collection of experiences that included
supportive behavior exhibited by the principal participant as well as a culture of support
that exists. There was much alignment as the principal participant shared, “I think they
feel supported by each other and by me.” Sub-themes emerged that identified specific
empathetic supportive behaviors including the importance of feeling heard, listening for
understanding, feeling trust, and leaders modeling empathetic behavior.
Feeling Heard and Listening for Understanding. The first sub-theme to emerge
was the importance of feeling heard and listening for understanding. All seven teacher
participants shared experiences with the principal and emphasized this attribute as one of
her strengths. The principal was described as someone who seeks to understand the needs
of the staff and students alike. She is someone who truly listens to staff, families, and
students. Teacher 4 explained, “I think she goes the extra mile to really put kids first and
really listen to them, really use them to help us form our teaching our goals. She is just
very kid centric.”
Teacher participants supported this sentiment and identified listening and
understanding as one of the principal’s strengths. Teacher 3 shared, “I'd say it's one of her
strong points that she definitely is always thinking about others by caring for people or
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understanding.” Teacher 1 also described listening and understanding as one of her
strengths, “I think her qualities are that she's very, like empathetic, understanding of, you
know, things that happen in my life.” Teacher 3 further described the empathetic
environment that has been created and the positive impact she feels it has had on students
taking risks and feeling comfortable:
The environment that we have here, and that kids feel comfortable, trying
different things, and being themselves and they're not afraid to make mistakes in
class because of maybe the environment or the empathy that has been created
here.
Teacher participants shared evidence of personal experiences in which they felt
the principal demonstrated being understanding. Teacher 2 stated, “I could go to her and
say, listen, I have to leave because my son is sick and she would be like, no problem, you
know, we'll get things covered.” Teacher 6 also shared in his individual interview that the
principal creates a very comfortable atmosphere. He stated:
She certainly is approachable. I feel her door is open. I think she's always
receptive to my thoughts, my feelings. You know, sometimes I can call her right
away and she she's there to answer questions and kind of, she understands that
we're in the trenches and provides support.
Teacher participants shared these sentiments explaining that the principal is more
than just approachable and a good listener, she also seeks information. This was
reinforced and evidenced when the principal discussed the data from surveys shared with
staff, students, and parents. The principal discussed the survey results that evidenced the
positive culture that is perceived in Elementary A:
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I think we have a very positive setting and I can back it up even with a survey we
did last year. One of the things that came out very high from the students, families
and staff was the positive school culture, being supportive.
In addition, teacher participants described how the principal also has an informal
approach in seeking information by checking in with staff to see there are any questions
and / or concerns. Teacher 7 shared:
You can definitely count on her to be there for you emotionally, just very
supportive of anything that's going on at home. I mean, as well as in the
classroom too. But she looks at the whole picture.…she's just always been a big
support.
Evidence of support continued to surface in the individual interview with Teacher
5. She shared a very emotional event that occurred at Elementary A just over two years
ago. Unfortunately, a student in her class unexpectedly passed away in an accident the
night before the first day of school. She described how the impact of this loss could be
felt deep and throughout the school as the student was entering her sixth year enrolled as
a student in the school. Teacher 5 reflected on the initial conversation with the principal
that occurred at 5:00am. So much needed to be considered surrounding this loss. The
school was in crisis. Students, staff, and families would need to cope with bereavement.
They needed to prepare for the inevitable long journey. In reflecting on that initial
conversation, Teacher 5 described the conversation, “We did a lot of talking and going
back and forth. So to me that describes you know, my leader and how we are able to
work together.”
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There was much alignment on this subtheme as the principal reinforced how she
intentionally demonstrates empathy and places value on understanding other
perspectives, “Having empathy gets you to think a little bit and get different perspectives.
So it's not just my perception of things.” The principal believes in viewing the whole
picture and gaining additional perspectives which arms her with as much information as
possible.
Trust. The second sub-theme to emerge was the trust. Nearly all participants
acknowledged the importance of feeling trust and their appreciation for its existence in
the school community. Teacher 7 provided a general description of the safe space felt in
the school community, “you can just kind of just talk to anybody and there's no
judgment.” Teacher 7 continued to explain that “it's not a threat when the administrator
walks in.” There is a level of comfort and a safe space that exists in Elementary A.
As the principal explained her perspective, she shared that “sometimes we have to
set the groundwork and let things kind of work out on their own.” The principal
empowers the teachers through autonomy and independence. This was reinforced when
teacher 5 shared, “we have that flexibility, we have that freedom.” Teacher 5 expanded
upon her appreciation and value for the trust that exists:
I like having that opportunity to feel comfortable doing what I know is best.… So
you really have to know your kids and if you know that your administrator is
willing to let you work with what you have and deal with it the way you think is
best. I think that makes us feel very good.
Teacher participants continued to identify trust as a powerful resource provided
by the principal. Teacher 6 identifies trust as a choice that the principal makes. The
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principal chooses to trust the teachers who are in the trenches with the students. Teacher
6 shared:
And there have been numerous times where we have voiced frustration and we've
had some roadblocks or some conflicts, and the school building leader has said,
well, let's adjust. Let's do this. Let's maybe deviate from the math program here.
But and you know, that was that, you know, she didn't have to do that.
Trust surfaced and was observed by the researcher during the grade level meeting.
The first objective of the grade level meeting was to reflect and provide feedback on the
new math program. One teacher shared that the online component of the math program
allows teachers the ability to deviate from the assignments. Teachers have the ability to
eliminate math problems and create math problems. The principal demonstrated her trust
in the teacher’s decision making by encouraging the team to connect with another teacher
on a different grade level who is also utilizing this feature in the online component of the
new math program. She stated that this feature ensures the opportunity to differentiate
and match the needs of the learners.
The principal is intentional in the work of empowering teachers. She shared her
passion to encourage staff to ensure they have the ability to make decisions:
I've talked to principals who are only ever in the building. Why? If they rely on
one person so much, something's not right. So that's that distributed leadership
that empowers people to make some decisions on their own.
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Teacher participants continued to support the belief that the principal is trusting.
Teacher 4 simply stated, “We feel like we have autonomy.” Teacher 4 continued by
sharing additional evidence of trust:
She gives us the grace right. She trusts us, she understands what we're going
through. And she trusts us in that she knows that we will make the right decision.
She knows her professionals. She knows all the right decisions.
Teacher participants also expressed similar sentiments of feeling trust as well as a
safe environments to take risks to be a better teacher. Teacher 2 explained, “We have the
allowance from our leadership to explore different ways of learning or teaching to better
support our students and support ourselves.” Teacher 2 further explained that when trust
exists between the building leadership and teachers, there is a direct impact on students.
Teacher 2 shared that she has “…the opportunity to go as a professional and allow my
students that same space.”
Leaders Model Empathetic Behavior. The sub-theme of leaders model
empathetic behavior emerged in many ways throughout the study. The principal
discussed how she is very intentional and chooses to lead with empathy, deliberately
making decisions through an empathetic lens. The principal also shared how she believes
in the importance of modeling empathy:
I think it's important to model for everyone that we're empathetic for everybody
all the time. I think it's important and I think if you don't do that, I really don't see
how, I don't see how the school can move forward or I feel like it's stunted and
you're stuck.
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Nearly all participants supported this sentiment and shared that it is evident that
the principal models empathetic behavior throughout the building amongst all of the
students and staff. Teacher 1 further explained:
The students and the adults, you know, we see these you know, qualities, these
empathetic qualities or qualities that good people have, you know, modeled from
the leader and you see it from the top down.
Teacher participants supported this sentiment and further emphasized how this is
one of the principal’s qualities. Not only does she model empathetic behavior but it
shows her passion for children in doing so. Teacher 2 shared, “I think her strong suit as
being with kids because it really shows off her empathy, but it also really shows off her
true passion is to do what's best for the kids.”
The impact of the principal modeling empathetic behavior reaches students as
well. Teacher participants described how the principal models empathy for students
especially when she visits classrooms. Teacher 7 explained:
She's very, you know, concerned about the well-being of the children. She's
empathetic to them. She comes in Oh, what are you doing? You know, it's not,
you know, a negative thing when she comes in.…they don't feel threatened. So I
think when she comes in, it's just like another person. They don't feel threatened
when she comes in either.
Teacher participants discussed email messages that the principal shares with the
staff each week on Friday. The principal titles this message ‘Friday Thought.’ These
weekly messages serve as a positive reminder and helps the staff maintain perspective,
especially during challenging times. Teacher 4 further explained these weekly messages:
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Our leader, she really does try to you know, put the positive out there and remind
us of what we're here for. She always sends us messages every Friday. A little
message just, you know, that kind of message puts everything into perspective.
Teacher 4 continued to discuss two examples of Friday Thought messages. She
explained that these messages often have a powerful impact on her and she tends to
forward these messages to others outside of the building community. Please see Friday
Thought email examples in Figures 7 and 8:

Figure 7
Number 1 Sample Friday Thought Message from Principal
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Figure 8
Number 2 Sample Friday Thought Message from Principal

The sub-theme of leaders model behavior surfaced as teacher participants shared
how the school came together to navigate the loss of a student two years ago. Teacher 5
displayed emotion during the interview and cried as she described how the principal led
the community through this crisis and devastating loss. Teacher 5 explained:
She did a great job just pulling it together and saying this is what we're going to
do. This is how we're going to you know, act with the kids. And we did it. We did
it. It worked. So you know, you know, it's making me tear up now
Theme 2: Community Commitment
The second overarching theme to emerge during the analysis of the collected data
was community commitment. The researcher has defined this theme as a perceived bond
that exists between stakeholders including teachers, leader, students, and parents.
Stakeholders are invested in the community’s success. All teacher participants described
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a range of experiences that included community commitment exhibited by the principal
participant and staff members as well as a culture of community commitment that exists.
Three sub-themes emerged related to community commitment. The three sub-themes are
feeling valued, building positive relationships, and connecting and collaborating.
There was district-wide alignment with the overarching theme of community
commitment as the District Mission Statement asserts the objective of educating students
“who know how to effectively contribute independently and collectively to family,
community, business, and society.” The District Mission Statement concludes with “The
Board of Education, teachers, staff and administrators will create a culture in which
students become stakeholders in their community.” Furthermore, the interview
discussions uncovered that four of the eight participants have personal connections to the
district. These four participants disclosed that they reside within the district boundaries.
They also shared that they either have children that are currently enrolled in the district or
have graduated from the district. In addition, Teacher 2 shared that she personally
graduated from the district and her mother is also a staff member in the building. These
teachers have planted roots within the same community they teach. Their personal and
professional lives are entwined.
Feeling Valued. The first sub-theme to emerge was feeling valued. All seven
teacher participants disclosed experiences either with the principal and/or other staff
members that demonstrated the importance of feeling valued. The principal shared how
she values each person as an individual. She continued by explaining, “we don't deal with
widgets, we deal with little humans.” Teacher 1 supported this sentiment during her
interview when she stated, “I think all the adults in the building really see that the child's
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the whole child and not just a data point.” Teacher 4 supported this sentiment when she
described how the principal values the students. She shared, “I think she goes the extra
mile to really put kids first and really listen to them. Really use them to help us form our,
our teaching our goals. It’s just very kid centric.”
Teacher 5 reinforced valuing the students as she looked through the lens of the
teachers. She shared that teachers are given the “opportunity to find out about our kids,
understand them, and then work with that because every year it's different than now.”
Teacher 4 shared how the principal values the staff as well. She described some
experiences between the teachers and principal:
She tries to do special things for us, like around the holiday we do a staff book
exchange, you know, she's she's trying to bring the joy into it for us, you know,
um, even though there is so much going on. So she definitely, definitely makes an
effort there.
Teacher participants explained how the staff also values each other. Teacher 1
stated, “everyone's trying to do what they think is the best for everyone.” She continued
to support that statement by sharing:
My colleagues, you know, just in general, you know, they we support each other
in times that are tough and then in time is when things are going well. And we
have very loving, supportive community.
Teacher participants shared how grateful they are for the varying strengths of their
colleagues. Teacher 2 described unofficial positions she called ‘teacher leaders’ that have
emerged within the building. “We have we have several people in our building who are
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also established as teacher leaders, not that we've ever said it out loud, but there are
people that I know are the go tos there.”
Teacher participants continued to share the same sentiment of the importance of
feeling valued by utilizing the word respect. Teacher 3 explained that she felt that there is
mutual respect amongst all staff members. She stated, “I think they respect what I do and
I respect what they do.” Teacher 5 also shared how she believes that the staff values each
other:
We enjoy each other's company, you know, in school, and at school, you know,
we care about each other. We know that things are going on, you know at home
and you know, so that to me is a great thing, because if you can have that
relationship with someone, which is personal but yet professional
As Teacher 5 discussed the loss of their student two years ago, the theme of
valuing other staff members surfaced as well. She shared that the building came together
and did the best that they could as they navigated unchartered territory and a devastating
loss:
I think that really shows that our community came together as quickly as we
could, we did the best you know, we didn't know if it was going to be the best
thing to where we were going to identify it but we did what we could we talked to
the kids we were there for them. And and I just think in that particular situation
that just shows the empathy.
Teacher participants also shared that they feel valued and appreciated by the other
staff members. Teacher 6 discussed a thank you email he received just before the
interview started. He was grateful that a staff member took the time to say thank you,
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“I've just read an email and you know, that says, Thank you. You don't have to do this,
but thank you for doing it. So I think they'd say the same.” This communication was one
example of how he feels valued by his colleagues.
The principal’s communications to parents and families also provided evidence
that staff is valued. In a letter to parents and families from the principal, dated November
17, 2021, families were reminded of an opportunity to express gratitude to staff members.
The letter included a link to a form titled ‘We're Thankful for the SES Staff.’ Families
could choose to complete the form and recognize a staff member. Please see the excerpt
from the letter in Figure 9.
Figure 9
Excerpt from Principal’s Letter to Parents/Families Dated November 17, 2021

The principal’s social media account provides examples how students are also
valued and celebrated. Several times a month the principal posts a ‘good news call of the
day.’ This is a nationwide movement in which principals call parents and families to
acknowledge and celebrate a child. Figure 10 is an example of a Good News Call of the
Day in which a kindergartner is celebrated for being a supportive friend and always
trying his best.
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Figure 10
Good News Call of the Day Example

Building Positive Relationships. The sub-theme of building positive
relationships emerged in many ways throughout the study. The principal discussed how
she is very intentional about building positive relationships and that is one of her top
priorities. “We focus a lot on building relationships, before anything else matters.” The
principal shared at length during the interview that she believes in the impact positive
relationships has on the building and the students. She shared how she is constantly
“reminding them [staff] also of the focus on relationships.” The principal simply stated,
“I think it's more important that we care about the people than we care about the job.”
As the principal expanded upon her relationships with students, she described her
experiences as opportunities that she ‘gets to’ have rather than something that she ‘has to’
do. “I get to read to every class every month I get to go into rooms whenever I want to
and talk to kids I get to go outside if kids are outside playing.” The principal further
elaborated about the value of having relationships with students. She focused on students
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who may be perceived as students who are misbehaving. She discussed the meaning of
those behaviors. The principal shared, “Sometimes kids who struggle with behaviors,
right? There's always a reason behind every behavior.” Establishing those relationships
helps reach the reasons behind the behavior.
The principal described the staff’s relationships with students in a similarly
positive way. She referenced the results of a survey she utilized last year, “So based on
the survey, they say 95% of them perceive it as being a positive.” She continued to
reference the results of the survey, “A high very high percentage love coming to work,
love their jobs, love the kids and really want to do whatever they need to do to help the
kids be successful.”
The principal further explained that those same positive staff relationships are
what have helped navigate difficult times as well as times when there are disagreements.
There will always be staff who don’t agree. The principal explained that while they may
not agree, “having built relationships with them, they usually understand why a decision
is made even if they don't agree with it.”
For the 2021-2022 school year, the principal developed two school building
commitments. These commitments are included in every parent / family communication.
The second commitment reinforces the principal’s priorities to building positive
relationships, “We commit to the continuation of Restorative Practices school-wide to
deepen relationships and ensure belonging and a sense of community.” Please see 20212022 School Building Year Commitments in Figure 11.
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Figure 11
2021-2022 School Year Building Commitments

All teacher participants reinforced the same sentiments about positive
relationships in their interviews. Teacher 3 shared how grateful she feels to work in their
school. She stated, “so being here at Elementary A, I feel very fortunate that we have an
excellent environment for our kids here.” Teacher 1 also shared:
I think we have a great school community for the students. We are not, you know,
not entirely focused on academics we really look at teaching the child to that
there's a lot more in life besides academics.
Teacher 1 shared that the positive relationships exist among her colleagues as
well. She disclosed that she works with a co-teacher in an inclusion classroom. Teacher 1
explained how grateful she is for this relationship and how much she learns from her coteacher. She described the relationship as “special.”
I teach in in an inclusion classroom so I have a full time co teacher with me and I
absolutely love it. And I'm fortunate to be able to not only work with her but to
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learn from that co-teacher in the classroom. It really is, you know, special that we
can work together.
Teacher participants shared similar sentiments surrounding positive relationships.
Teacher 2 is an ENL teacher assigned to work with six different classes. She described
the closeness that has developed with all six co-teachers as well as the experiences she
has had traveling with them. Teacher 2 further explained how the relationships are
personal friendships that exist outside of the school day:
My closest relationships are with those co teachers. I have worked with a majority
of those co teachers for the entirety of my time in this school. So you know, I
have one of my kindergarten colleagues and I have traveled to conferences
together in Boston to Teachers College…as co-teachers were, we're very close,
but we also are close outside of school.
Teacher 6 shared similar thoughts about his perceptions of the positive
relationships that exists with other staff members, “my relationship with colleagues has,
has been positive.” Teacher 4 also reinforced the same sentiments of building positive
relationships as she described the sense of community and how much she perceives that
they care for one another, “We definitely care about each other. We ask questions about
our lives…we're definitely vested in each other's lives.”
Teacher participants described the school’s culture as the best it has ever been.
Teacher 5 has been teaching in Elementary A for thirty years. She started her career in
Elementary A before the principal was hired seventeen years ago. Teacher 5 explained
that one of the reasons that the culture is the best it has ever been is a result of the focus
on positive relationships and emotional well-being of students:
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Our culture is probably at its best that it's ever been because of a lot of different
factors. One we all know social emotional learning is becoming a really big part
of our teaching. Because we realize and understand that our students at times are
really going through some difficult situations that personally we never went
through in the same scope.
Teacher participants continue to support the similar sentiments of the positive
relationships established in Elementary A. Teacher 4 shared, “It's a great environment for
us as colleagues” and “I work very closely with my team.” Teacher 7 summarized her
discussion by explaining, “I think it's the best, best environment to work in. My good
friends are here. It's like a family.”
Collaborating and Connecting. The third sub-theme to emerge was
collaborating and connecting. Throughout the study, working together surfaced as
another top priority for the principal. While discussing the principal’s perception of the
school’s setting she stated, “We can count on each other.” The principal has intentionally
worked on building a positive culture that cultivates opportunities for stakeholders to
connect and collaborate. She sees the value of understanding all perspectives of all
members in the community. The principal described a benefit of connecting, “getting to
know people helps make well-rounded decisions.” The principal further shared:
Being in a small place I can see and do things outside of the building and know
more of a district perspective too, which is nice to where I am but I can also walk
out my back door of my office and be in kindergarten anytime I want.
Many examples of opportunities created by the principal to support connecting
and collaborating amongst stakeholders emerged throughout this study. One annual
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opportunity that the principal developed is a Zoom virtual meeting offering a back to
school read aloud that is scheduled for the night before the first day of school every year.
This was posted on the school’s website. All students, families, and teachers are invited
to a virtual interactive opportunity in which they may enjoy story time with the principal.
The grade level meeting observed by the researcher is another example of bringing staff
together. Grade level meetings are regularly scheduled. While the agenda changes for
each meeting, the objectives always include opportunities to reflect and provide feedback
as well as time for a working session. Another opportunity for connecting that surfaced
during the study was the use of surveys. During the principal interview she referenced
surveys that she shares with all stakeholders to gather opinions and information.
All seven teacher participants disclosed experiences either with the principal
and/or other staff members that demonstrated the value they place on connecting and
collaboratively working with the stakeholders in their school community. Teacher 1
shared that the benefits of working with others is the opportunity to learn:
I teach in in an inclusion classroom so I have a full time co teacher with me and I
absolutely love it. And I'm fortunate to be able to not only work with her but to
learn from that CO teacher in the classroom. It really is, you know, special that we
can work together.
Teacher participants reinforced the same sentiments of learning from each other
and how staff members have areas of specialty that help others. Teacher 2 stated, “We
have we have several people in our building who are also established as teacher
leaders…I could go with him with any question and he would be able to support me.”
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Teacher 5 also supported those sentiments. She explained that as she is nearing
retirement, yet collaborating and learning from others has enhanced her career:
That's only enhanced if anything my particular career because you learn a lot from
other people. You learn a lot about yourself to you know, you learn about how to
you know, deal with different personalities and be able to work with that so I
think if anything, it's a good thing.
Teacher participants described structures in place that support collaborating.
Teacher 2 explained that there is built in time within the school schedule, “We have a lot
of opportunity to collaborate at our school. We have a built-in professional period at the
beginning of the day.” Teacher 2 continued to express that she feels collaborating and
connecting is encouraged, “We have been given the openness and the ability to
collaborate on different levels in different areas. So we are able to collaborate with other
people.” Teachers 3 and 4 also shared a very positive perspective on working with others.
Teacher 3 shared, “the main person I work with is my teaching partner, who I couldn't
ask for a better person to work with.” Teacher 4 works closely with her grade level team
and described the same sentiments supporting collaborating:
So I work very closely with my team, which is three of us because there's the
special ed teacher, myself and the other teacher for the grade level and we work
really closely we're all team players. It's a great environment for us as colleagues.
Teacher participants shared more specific examples explaining the benefits of
collaborating. Teacher 6 described how he and his co-teacher balance each other’s
strengths:
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My co teacher is a first-year teacher, but comes in with a lot of life experience and
compliments me very well. I tend to be disorganized all over the place. Like I
never know when meetings are like, I'm surprised. Yeah, I'm one of those I find. I
kind of follow the pack. And she's the opposite. So she's great and in that way.
Teacher participants were very clearly describing how connecting and collaborating
makes them better educators. Teacher 7 described a similar balance with her team. She
described how they divide work to help lighten the workload, “We were all there
supporting her and we were all tag teaming lessons … we're all not doing the same thing,
just to make it easier on all of us.”
Theme 3: COVID-19 Impact
The third overarching theme to emerge during the analysis of the collected data
was COVID-19 impact. The researcher has defined this theme as the effect of the
COVID-19 pandemic. Participants discussed the perceived influence the pandemic has
had on them as educators. Despite the researcher’s protocols not including any reference
to the pandemic, six of the eight participants discussed their perceptions of the impact the
pandemic has had on them as educators. The principal shared how difficult it has been to
lead a community that feels a range of emotions as a result of the pandemic. She
disclosed that it is not easy to maintain positivity, especially since the pandemic has
continued for much longer than anyone ever anticipated. The principal shared:
I think that trying to keep the positive going has been a challenge because we
have different levels of people comfortable with being in person people
comfortable with the different decisions. You know, I think that that like so that
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adds a whole other element to being building relationships and, and being a
building leader than it did prior to that.
While the principal described the pressures of maintaining positivity for the
building and community, Teacher participants similarly described the difficulties they
have experienced trying to match the needs of the students. Teacher 7 explained, “There's
definitely more frustrations, just trying to, you know, fill the gaps that maybe the kids
didn't get when they were home or even last year.” Teacher 4 shared similar sentiments.
She feels overwhelmed and described the need for rest, “We're all just like, come on, give
us a break, you know, and so we're just feeling a little extra of everything.”
Teacher participants also shared the need for support and help. Teacher 6
described the impact of COVID-19 as stressful and challenging:
I think COVID is reality and I need I think it needs to be talked about, you know,
teaching has been extremely challenging the past two, three years. And with that,
you know, that there's been a lot of stress. So it's not all, you know, great. And the
relationship I think, you know, understanding the human element and
understanding the stress I think that all of us have kind of been under a
tremendous amount of strain and pressure…the teachers just needs help.
Despite the stress and frustrations described by Teachers 4, 6 and 7, Teachers 1
and 2 shared the bright spots that have emerged since managing the pandemic. Teacher 2
initially acknowledged the same stress and difficulties, “I will say that the there's a lot of
changes just in everyone's overall behaviors and ways that different things affect them
because of these events that happened.” However, Teacher 2 continued to describe
feeling lucky that the district managed to remain in person rather than only offering
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remote instruction, “COVID has affected every aspect of school but we were very lucky
that last year we were in full time with all children from the beginning of the school year
on.” Remaining in person a better form of instruction for elementary students.
Teacher participants described how challenging COVID-19 has been for all
educators everywhere. Teacher 1 believes that everyone is doing the best that they can for
everyone:
The last two years with COVID. It is, is a very tough time for teachers in the in
the building and I think everywhere. So, where, you know, we're trying to do the
best that that we can…there are you know, disagreements at times, but I think
overall, everyone enjoys coming to work every day and being with the students
While they are trying to do their best, Teacher participants shared that there is a lot more
work that needs to be done and it is out of their control. Teacher 1 specifically shared that
she feels that there are a lot more responsibilities placed on educators. However, she
described the students as the silver lining to such a challenging time:
I think at times there can be you know, additional paperwork, additional meetings,
you know, things that we don't that I don't really have a control over that, you
know, make the job less pleasing. However, ultimately, when you know when I
can be with the students that's, that's its own. That's the reward.
Conclusion
The first research question in this study investigated teacher perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership. Findings were consistent among all teacher
participants reporting that empathy is a supportive behavior demonstrated by the
principal and empathy has a positive impact on the school’s culture and climate for both
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students and teachers alike. The analysis of the data found that all teacher participants
specifically identified the empathetic supportive behavior subtheme of feeling heard and
listening for understanding as one of the principal’s strengths. The participants reported
that an empathetic environment has created a space in which students feel comfortable
and are willing to take risks.
The analysis of the data also found that teachers perceive that the empathetic
environment has a positive impact on the staff. Findings were consistent among all
teacher participants reporting that they feel that the principal is approachable and also
actively seeks information. The analysis of the data found that the principal intentionally
listens and seeks to learn perspectives and experiences in order to understand the whole
picture.
The second research question in this study inquired about how the teachers
perceive the impact of an elementary principal’s utilization of empathy. The overarching
conclusion regarding teacher perceptions in this study is that there was a vast amount of
consensus between and among all teacher participants. All teachers identified vastly
similar leadership attributes and
practices, along with similar perceptions regarding the impact of the principal’s
utilization of empathy. Even though teacher participants varied in years of experience,
grade levels, gender, and subject areas, their responses during individual interviews
centered around similar leadership practices.
Prominently, among all teacher participants, there was a consensus that teachers
feel valued by the principal and the other staff members. The analysis of the data found
that the principal and staff collaborated regularly and shared each other’s strengths. The
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analysis of the data also found the high level of perceived trust that existed amongst staff
and the principal. Continuing with the second research question, the analysis of the data
found that the teachers perceive that the principal models the importance of empathy.
Findings were also consistently identified that the principal and staff focus on the needs
of the students first.
Lastly, the third research question in this study focused on how empathy impacts
teacher perceptions of school culture and climate. The primary conclusion regarding
teacher perceptions in this study is that the empathetic environment creates a community
commitment. The researcher identified a perceived bond that exists among the teacher
participants and the principal. The analysis of the data identifies teacher participants
utilizing the word family to describe their relationships. All teacher participants
reinforced the same sentiments in their individual interviews as they described the
positive relationships that exist.
In conclusion, the findings reveal that empathy among educational leadership
serves as a foundational piece for positive school culture and climate, thus giving merit to
its prevalence. In relation to the research questions, the findings have identified viable
leadership practices and supportive leadership qualities that influence student progress
within elementary schools.
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CHAPTER 5
Introduction
This study was a qualitative case study of teachers’ perceptions of empathy in
educational leadership and its impact on school culture and climate in a suburban
elementary school on Long Island, New York. This study addressed three research
questions. The first research question sought to understand what the teachers’ perceptions
of empathy in educational leadership are. The second research question investigated how
teachers perceive the impact of an elementary principals’ utilization of empathy. The
third research question explored how empathy impacts teachers’ perceptions of school
culture and climate.
The data collected in this study consisted of observations, document review, and
interviews with teachers and the building leader who work in a K-6 elementary school.
Analysis of the data revealed several key findings that emerged: empathy is a supportive
behavior, community commitment, and the COVID-19 pandemic impact. Participants
discussed how empathetic supportive behavior is displayed in multiple ways, including
feeling heard and listening for understanding, building trust, and modeling behavior.
Community commitment is important as it is the perceived commitment that all
stakeholders are invested in the community’s success. It is the perceived bond that exists
between stakeholders including teachers, leader, students, and parents. Building positive
relationships is highly valued, with participants indicating relationships are prioritized
over all other concerns. Nearly all participants discussed the powerful impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic and the challenges that have emerged such as difficulty
maintaining positivity. This chapter will discuss the major findings from the analyzed
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data to address each of the research questions, as well as, connecting the findings to the
existing literature and theoretical framework that was reviewed in chapter two.
Interpretation of the Findings
The theoretical framework that guided this study included contributions from Liat
Eldor and Anat Shoshani (2016), Daniel Goleman (2020), Frederick Herzberg (1959),
Edgar Schein (2004), Abraham Maslow (1954), and Robert Tanner (2018). All
theoretical contributions proved relevant to this study. Eldor and Shoshani’s framework
asserts that school principals could be more powerful and impactful when they begin
considering teachers as a whole person with feelings, needs, and concerns. This
framework recommends that expressing compassion towards teachers can be a useful
leadership tool and critical in building deep relationships with teachers (Eldor &
Shoshani, 2016). Goleman claims emotional intelligence, the ability to understand and
control our emotions and feelings, helps create effective, influential leaders (Goleman,
2020). Herzberg’s two-factor theory of motivation is based on two separate and distinct
sets of factors that affect employee motivation that contribute to job satisfaction
(Herzberg et al., 1959). These factors include feeling that one’s contributions in the work
environment are meaningful and positive working conditions (Herzberg et al., 1959).
Furthermore, organizational culture researcher, Edgar Schein (2004), argued, “The
bottom line for leaders is that if they do not become conscious of the culture in which
they are embedded, those cultures will manage them” (p. 23). Lastly, Maslow and
Tanner’s theories, including the hierarchy universal set of needs, provides insight to
administrators about ensuring that the basic needs of teacher are met (Maslow, 1954;
Tanner, 2018).
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Research Question #1
The first research question sought to understand teachers’ perceptions of empathy
in educational leadership. The analysis of the interview data indicated that teachers
perceive empathy in educational leadership as a valuable and effective leadership
attribute. This attribute was described as one of the principal’s strengths by all teacher
participants. This aligns with Goleman’s assertion that a leader’s emotional intelligence,
the ability to understand and control emotions and feelings, creates effective, influential
leaders (Goleman, 2020). The participants in this study described empathetic actions as
being a form of supportive behavior demonstrated by their principal. Empathetic
supportive behavior emerged in three forms: feeling heard and listening for
understanding, trust, and modeling behavior. These findings corroborate Eldor and
Shoshani’s recommendation that expressing compassion towards teachers can be a useful
leadership tool and critical in building deep relationships with teachers (Eldor &
Shoshani, 2016).
The participants described the culture and climate as an empathetic environment.
Feeling heard and listening for understanding emerged as having a positive impact on the
culture and climate as it results in creating a safe space. Students and staff alike feel
comfortable taking risks and making mistakes, which results in continued growth and
learning. The principal was described as being approachable. Teacher participants shared
that they feel the principal is receptive of all varying opinions, thoughts, and feelings.
Nearly all participants acknowledged the importance of feeling mutual trust and their
appreciation for its existence in the school community. This supports Maslow and
Tanner’s framework and the importance of ensuring that the needs of teacher are met
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(Maslow, 1954; Tanner, 2018). In this study, the security need of feeling trust, and
experiencing a psychological safe space, is met.
In this study, the principal intentionally empowers teachers with trust through
autonomy and independence. As a result, teachers feel encouraged to take risks. This was
identified by teacher participants as a powerful resource provided by the principal.
Teacher participants directly stated that they feel this makes them a better teacher.
Teacher participants shared that they feel safe differentiating and truly matching the
needs of their learners. They feel that they are provided the necessary tools, then trusted
to make the best decision for kids. This supports Schein’s recommendation to be aware
and intentional of the culture to ensure greater organizational effectiveness (Schein,
2004).
Furthermore, the principal explained that she intentionally acts with empathy and
seeks to understand all perspectives. The teacher participants viewed this as helpful for
effective decision making and ensuring that decisions are made with as much information
as possible. The principal was described as someone who seeks information both
formally and informally, through conversations, regularly scheduled meetings, and
surveys. Acting with empathy, models empathy, which helps teach empathy. The teacher
participants described this as a quality that helps teach it from the top down. This was
described as one way the principal shows her passion to do what is best for kids.
Research Question #2
The second research question investigated how teachers perceive the impact of an
elementary principals’ utilization of empathy. The analysis of the teacher interviews
revealed recognition of the positive impact of empathy utilized by an elementary
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principal. Thematic analysis did not surface limitations of empathy. Despite varying
years of experience, grade levels, gender, and subject areas, the teacher participants’
responses during individual interviews centered around the positivity of the use of
empathy as a leadership practice and attribute.
There was a consensus among all teacher participants that they feel valued by the
principal and the other staff members. This supports Herzberg’s recommendation that
includes individuals feeling that one’s contributions in the work environment are
meaningful increases job satisfaction (Herzberg et al., 1959). The analysis of the data
found that the principal and staff collaborated regularly and shared each other’s strengths.
In fact, all teacher participants identified the attribute of empathy as one of the principal’s
strengths. The principal was described as being approachable and someone who seeks
information in order to understand the needs of students and staff alike. The principal
listens for understanding and always puts kids first.
The analysis of the data also found the high level of perceived trust that exists
between staff and the principal. Nearly all participants acknowledged the importance of
feeling trust and their appreciation for its existence in the school community. The
principal described how she empowers teachers through autonomy and independence.
Interestingly, teacher participants reinforced this idea and shared how the staff has
flexibility and freedom. They feel that they are trusted by the principal to make the best
decision for kids.
The analysis of the data also found that the teachers perceive that the principal
models the importance of empathy. This was reinforced in the principal interview when
she shared that she intentionally models being empathetic and deliberately makes choices
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looking through a lens of empathy. This was described by teacher participants as a
strength. Teacher participants further discussed how this leadership attribute helps the
building community navigate difficult times.
Research Question #3
The third research question sought to understand how empathy impacts teachers’
perceptions of school culture and climate. The principal and teacher participants
described the difficulties in staying positive throughout the pandemic. They shared the
challenges of matching the needs of their students given the guidelines and protocols in
place. Words such as stress, challenges, overwhelmed, and pressure were utilized by all
participants when speaking of the pandemic. Furthermore, while the COVID-19
pandemic was not included in the protocols, it is clearly relevant as demonstrated by all
participants raising this topic in their responses.
Despite the difficulties that surfaced in this study regarding the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on education, the primary conclusion regarding how empathy
impacts teachers’ perceptions of culture and climate in this study is that the empathetic
environment is positive. An empathetic environment creates a community commitment.
The researcher identified a perceived bond that exists among the teacher participants and
the principal. The analysis of the data identifies teacher participants utilizing the word
family to describe their relationships. All teacher participants reinforced the same
sentiments in their individual interviews as they described the positive relationships that
exist.
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Relationship Between Findings and Prior Research
Consistent with prior research, this study revealed that empathy plays an
important part in effective leadership. Emotional intelligence, specifically empathy,
contributes to positive relationships and organizations cultures (Harrell & Barbato, 2018).
The findings that emerged in this study indicate that teachers perceive empathy in
educational leadership as a valuable and helpful leadership attribute. The findings in this
study indicated that teachers perceive that empathy positively impacts teachers’
perception of school culture and climate.
One theme that surfaced in this study was community commitment, defined as the
bond between stakeholders including teachers, leader, students, and parents. Stakeholders
are vested in the community’s success. These findings support prior research that
emotional intelligence significantly enhances the organizational commitment of
employees (Jain & Duggal, 2016). The prior research states that charisma and
relationship management in emotional intelligence are the most important factors
influencing performance of the organization (Jain & Duggal, 2016). Furthermore,
additional prior research showed that when empathy is demonstrated in the workplace, it
is associated with positive work-related identities, an increase in organizational
commitment, and a decrease in employee turnover (Moon et al., 2016).
Another theme that surfaced in this study is empathy is a supportive behavior,
including a subtheme of experiencing trust. These findings support prior research stating
that in cultivating commitment is educational leaders’ ability to foster trust. The prior
research points out in Principals as Cultural Leaders that trust is an important element to
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school culture. Trust enhances teachers’ desire to participate in professional communities
and encourages engaging instruction (Louis & Wahlstrom, 2011).
Studies over the last fifteen years have shown that empathy is a vital leadership
precondition that can be taught (Ioannidou & Konstantikaki, 2008). The findings of this
study align with the prior research. The leader models empathetic behavior, teaching
empathy to both students and staff alike. This study’s findings continue to support
existing research that indicates that teaching empathy can elevate team members and
create continuity within empowered organizations (Miller, 2007, 2009).
This study did not reveal limitations of empathy in educational leadership. This
study did not align with existing literature that shows the limitations of empathy are
apparent in the context of conflict, competition, predictor of aggressive behavior, and
empathetic fatigue (Avenanti et al., 2005; Buffone et al., 2014; Zhang et al., 2020).
Thematic analysis did not surface limitations of empathy.
Limitations of the Study
There were limitations to this study. Limitations include a small sample size,
which may limit the capacity to validate findings. Yin (2018) indicates that qualitative
research, particularly research with small sample sizes, can create conditions where
generalizations are less relevant. Case studies have limited generalizability (Stake, 1995).
However, the objective of qualitative research is to gain a deeper understanding of the
lived experiences of participants within a targeted sample. Stake recommends that the
researcher select those that best help understand a given case (Stake, 1995). However,
regardless of careful selection of study participants, it is essential to note that their lived
experiences do not necessarily align to the lived experiences of others. While the findings
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of this study cannot be generalized to other populations, they are applicable to wider
theoretical constructs (Yin, 2018).
Another limitation of this study is that the data collection occurred during the
global COVID-19 pandemic. Since educational policy is perpetually changing and new
movements of educational reforms regularly emerge, the findings within this study may
be limited to this one particular circumstance. Furthermore, the COVID-19 pandemic
resulted in all of the data collection being done virtually, including interviews. On-site
access to the settings was not possible, which would have allowed the researcher to
further observe and report on the culture within building. Adding observations of the
building culture will allow future researchers to strengthen their triangulation of the data.
Longevity of the study is another limitation of the study. The data collection for
this study was conducted during the 2021-2022 academic year from December 2021
through January 2022, approximately two months. A longitudinal study can capture the
teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and how empathy can impact
teachers’ perceptions of school culture and climate over an extended period of time.
Another limitation of this study surrounds the participants in the study. The study
participant group consisted of individuals who, merely by volunteering to participate in
an interview regarding empathy and leadership, may be characteristically more
empathetic than those who did not volunteer. As a result, participant responses regarding
both leadership and empathy may be biased, calling for additional research to explore
responses from a diverse group of participants with a variety of circumstances and
backgrounds.
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Implications for Future Research
Based on the findings of this research, there are several recommendations for
future research that may provide a more comprehensive understanding of teachers’
perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and how empathy can impact teachers’
perceptions of school culture and climate. Future studies could include exploring other
schools at the elementary level as well as schools at the secondary level. Studying
different schools may yield additional information regarding teachers’ perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership and how empathy can impact teachers’ perceptions of
school culture and climate.
Future research recommendations include investigating leader preparation
programs to determine if leadership programs are preparing leaders to become empathetic
leaders. Leadership preparation programs have an influential effect on the skills,
strategies, and leadership styles utilized by school leaders. Future studies could also
include student achievement to expand the current body of knowledge linking student
achievement to teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and how
empathy can impact teachers’ perceptions of school culture and climate.
Another suggestion for future research would be to obtain information from
students and parents of students. The teachers and administrator in this study discussed
the importance of the needs of the students and making them the priority. They also
discussed the importance of the home-school connection. Gaining the perspective of
these additional groups of stakeholders would be important to get a more complete
picture.
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Prior research indicates that positive school climate is associated with increased
student achievement and motivation. Another suggestion for future research would be to
obtain student data and compare their achievement to the teacher perception of positive
school culture and climate to determine the correlation.
A final suggestion for future research is to directly explore the impact of the
COVID-19 pandemic on teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and
how empathy can impact teachers’ perceptions of school culture and climate.
Implications for Future Practice
The findings from this study contribute to the existing literature within the K-12
leadership field. Principals need to note that empathy plays a significant role in their
work as school leaders. Empathy is an act of courage and reflects a commitment to others
(Freire, 2004). Empathy requires an attitude towards understanding, therefore, empathy
has been found to relate to a generally healthy and well-adjusted personality (Mehrabian,
1997). As a result, an empathetic principal’s actions will help build a positive building
culture and climate. Modeling empathetic behavior, such as, listening for understanding,
experiencing trust, and feeling valued, is related to culture and climate. All of these
activities will also enrich the professional lives of principals by making their leadership
role more personal, humane, and meaningful (Katz, 2007).
School districts, educational leaders, and leader preparation programs can utilize
the findings from this study to provide a basis to inform and guide 21st century
leadership by identifying both the influential leader practices and attributes to be an
effective leader. Leader preparation programs should implement the leadership practices
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of building empathy and instruct principals in leadership practices that influence culture
and climate.
Conclusion
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the field of education started experiencing an
increase in job stress due to “inadequate school funding, balancing school management
with instructional leadership, new curriculum standards, educating an increasingly
diverse population, shouldering responsibility that once belonged to home or in the
community, and then facing possible termination if schools don’t show instant results”
(Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, p.12). Reports as early as 2008 indicate the trend in teachers
leaving the field of education resulting in the onset of a teacher shortage. The disruption
to education due to the COVID-19 pandemic is extraordinary and has only added more
stress to an already high-stress profession. Since March of 2020, almost fifty percent of
the public-school teachers who voluntarily stopped teaching before their scheduled
retirement, retired because of the COVID-19 pandemic. These findings were
corroborated by the majority of educators who exited the profession early accepted jobs
with either less or equal pay. Three in ten educators also accepted jobs with no health
insurance or retirement benefits (Dilbiberti et al., 2021).
Empathy is an essential component of the social fabric of emotion, providing a
connection between the emotions of one person with the emotions of another (Jones &
Rudd, 2007). Empathy grows our experiences and widens the scope of our perceptions.
We feel and understand more, which enables us to connect more deeply with others.
Empathy has become a talked about trait essential for leaders. The findings in this study
support current research indicating that employees who work for leaders who
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demonstrate empathy experience significantly less job burnout and chronic stress as well
as report higher levels of job satisfaction and engagement (Moss, 2020). This study
further aligned with Hyung, Sangmin, Se-Ri, and Eung (2016) findings that compassion
can alleviate employees’ negative emotions, behaviors, and thoughts. Similar to the
theme community commitment that emerged in this study, Hyung et al. (2016) found that
compassion is a skill that can help create a sense of belonging and connection to an
organization.
After analyzing the stories of the principal and teacher participants in this study,
the researcher identified that the prevalent story that surfaced from the data was one of
uplifting positivity. As the participants disclosed their interactions, thoughts, and
experiences, that influenced their perceptions of empathy in educational leadership, and
its impact on school culture and climate, empathy emerged as a beacon of hope.
Epilogue
This study was completed against the backdrop of a world responding to the
COVID-19 pandemic. While the intent of this research was not to explore the issues
surrounding the pandemic, it is impossible to conclude this study without acknowledging
the larger impact the pandemic has had on the education system, school cultures and
climate, school communities, and the relationships that exist within these institutions. It is
evident that the face of education is shifting. The participants in this study clearly
revealed and substantiated current studies outlining the struggles the pandemic has
caused educators both personally and professionally. However, despite the difficulties
brought about by the pandemic, an empathetic school culture prevailed. With careful
consideration and commitments, this can be an opportunity to do more than simply return
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to pre-pandemic education, it can also be a moment to reimagine the possibilities by
focusing on the development of empathetic educational leadership.

85

APPENDIX A: IRB APPROVALS

86

APPENDIX B: CONSENT FORMS

Title of Study: Teacher Perceptions of Empathy in Educational Leadership and Its Impact on
School Culture, Climate, and Teacher-Efficacy: A Qualitative Study
Investigator: Sari Goldberg McKeown
Introduction
You are being asked to participate in a research study that examines teacher perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership and its impact on school culture, climate, and teacher efficacy.
This study will be completed by Sari Goldberg McKeown, a doctoral student at St. John’s
University in the School of Education under the guidance of Dr. Anthony Annunziato,
dissertation mentor. You were selected to participate in this study due to your experience as a
teacher. Please read this entire form and ask any questions before agreeing to participate in this
study.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study is to examine the relationship between teachers’
perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and how empathy can impact school culture,
climate, and teacher efficacy.
Description of the Study Procedures
If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked questions about your experiences with
empathy in educational leadership. Interviews will be audio-taped. You will have the right to
request review of audio recordings and the ability to redact any or all portions of your responses.
It is expected that your participation will require approximately one hour of time in order to
complete the interview.
Risks
There are no known or foreseeable risks to participation in this study.
Benefits of Being in the Study
While there are no expected direct benefits to participating, the findings of this study are
intended to inform future practices in education and will assist the field.
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Confidentiality
Your responses will be kept confidential. Confidentiality will be maintained through the use of
coded identifiers for all participants. No identifying details will be included in the final report.
Audio recordings will be kept in a password protected file and any printed transcripts will be
maintained in a locked cabinet by the researcher during and after the study period.
Right to Refuse or Withdraw
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may refuse to take part in the study at any time
without affecting your relationship with the investigator of this study or St. John’s University.
Your decision will not result in any loss or benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You
have the right not to answer any single question, as well as to withdraw completely from the
interview at any point during the process; additionally, you have the right to request that the
interviewer not use any of your interview material.
Right to Ask Questions
You have the right to ask questions about this research study and to have those questions
answered by me before, during, or after the research. If you have any further questions about the
study, at any time feel free to contact me, Sari Goldberg McKeown at
sari.goldberg19@my.stjohns.edu. If you like, a summary of the results of the study will be sent
to you. If you have any problems or concerns that occur as a result of your participation, you can
report them to the IRB Chair, Raymond DiGiuseppe at 718.990.1955, or digiuser@stjohns.edu.
Alternatively, concerns can be reported by completing a Participant Complaint Form, which can
found on the IRB webSummitt https://www.stjohns.edu/academics/provost/grants-and-sponsored
research/human-participants-irb-animal-use-research
Consent
Your signature below indicates that you have decided to volunteer as a research participant for
this study, and that you have read and understood the information provided above. You will be
given a signed and dated copy of this form to keep, along with any other printed materials
deemed necessary by the study investigators.

_____________________Subject’s Printed Name
_____________________Subject’s Signature

_____________________Date

_____________________Researcher’s Signature

_____________________Date
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APPENDIX C: TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Semi Structured Interview Protocol
Teacher Interview
Opening:
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview concerning teacher perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership. The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship
between teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership its impact on school culture
and climate.
Overview
During this interview I will ask approximately 15 questions. The entire interview will be
captured in an audio recording to allow for an accurate accounting of our conversation. The only
people who will know what is said are you and me. The discussion and transcripts from this
interview will be kept entirely confidential. When the results of the interview are shared, your
name will not be included. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Interview questions
Demographics
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.
2. What level are you a building leader? For how long?
3. How long have you been a building leader at this school? Have you ever been a building
leader at another school?
School Culture and Climate
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

How do you perceive the school setting?
How do you think teachers perceive the school setting?
Tell me about working with your colleagues.
Describe the relationship you have with colleagues.
What are the attitudes of your colleagues regarding work?
What is your general attitude regarding work?
How does your level of empathy impact school culture and climate? Share an example
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Empathy and the Educational Leader
1. What is your leader’s level of empathy? Share an example
2. How does this style work for you? Share an example
3. How does your leader’s level of empathy impact school culture and climate? Share an
example
4. How does your leader’s level of empathy impact your self-efficacy? Share an example
5. How does your leader’s level of empathy impact decision making? Share an example
6. How does your leader’s level of empathy impact success in your classroom? Share an
example
7. Are there things you need in order to be more successful? If so, what?
8. How well do you think your leaders can put themself in your shoes and understand you?
Share an example
9. Has empathy ever had a negative impact?
10. Is there anything I missed that you would like to add about your perceptions of empathy
in education?
Conclusion/Member Check:
1. Is there anything else you would like to share with me?
2. Do you feel the need to clarify any of your statements?
Closing
Thank you for sharing your time with me to discuss your perceptions of empathy in educational
leadership its impact on school culture and climate. Your feedback will certainly help support
my research study and will serve to advance our collective understanding of how to better
support teachers and ultimately students
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APPENDIX D: PRINCIPAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Semi Structured Interview Protocol
Principal Interview
Opening:
Thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview concerning teacher perceptions of
empathy in educational leadership. The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship
between teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership its impact on school culture
and climate.
Overview
During this interview I will ask approximately 15 questions. The entire interview will be
captured in an audio recording to allow for an accurate accounting of our conversation. The only
people who will know what is said are you and me. The discussion and transcripts from this
interview will be kept entirely confidential. When the results of the interview are shared, your
name will not be included. Do you have any questions before we begin?
Interview questions
Demographics
1. Tell me a little bit about yourself.
2. What level are you a building leader? For how long?
3. How long have you been a building leader at this school? Have you ever been a building
leader at another school?
School Culture and Climate
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

How do you perceive the school setting?
How do you think teachers perceive the school setting?
Tell me about working with your colleagues.
Describe the relationship you have with colleagues.
What are the attitudes of your colleagues regarding work?
What is your general attitude regarding work?
How does your level of empathy impact school culture and climate? Share an example
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Empathy and the Educational Leader
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Describe your level of empathy. Share an example
How this style works for your staff? Share an example
Describe how your level of empathy impacts school culture? Share an example
Describe how your level of empathy impacts decision making? Share an example
What is the level of empathy most of your staff have?
Is there anything that gets in your way of being empathetic toward other people?
How has empathy ever had a negative impact?
Is there anything I missed that you would like to add about your perceptions of empathy
in education?

Conclusion/Member Check:
1. Is there anything else you would like to share with me?
2. Do you feel the need to clarify any of your statements?
Closing
Thank you for sharing your time with me to discuss your perceptions of empathy in educational
leadership its impact on school culture and climate. Your feedback will certainly help support
my research study and will serve to advance our collective understanding of how to better
support teachers and ultimately students
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APPENDIX E: DOCUMENT REVIEW PROTOCOL

Document Review Protocol
Document

Description of Data
Analyzed
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Key Words / Ideas /
Themes

APPENDIX F: OBSERVATION PROTOCOL

Observation Protocol
Observer:

Setting:

Date / Time:

Duration:

Physical Description of
Setting

Direct Observation of
Events
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Observer Comments /
Reflections

APPENDIX G: TEACHER RECRUITMENT FLYER

Participants Needed
I am a doctoral student at St. John’s University. My current dissertation focus is to explore
teachers’ perceptions of empathy in educational leadership and its impact on school culture and
climate.
Participant Eligibility: Classroom Teachers
Participant Expectations:
• Participate in a 40-minute audio-recorded interview answering questions about your
perception on empathy in educational leadership and its impact on school culture and
climate
• Review the transcripts of the interview
• All aspects of this study are voluntary
Possible Risks or Benefits/Confidentiality:
There is no risk involved with participation in the study. All information obtained will be kept
confidential, and will only inform my study. No other outside parties will have access to this
information, and all identities will not be disclosed at any time. All information will not be
attributed to you or to members of your district. This will only take a certain amount of their
time. By providing me with the time, they will be assisting in the research process and
developing a study focused on teachers’ experiences with empathy in educational leadership.
Contact Information:
For more information about this study, please contact me (Sari Goldberg McKeown) at 516-6605177 or Sari.Goldberg19@my.stjohns.edu or doctoral mentor (Anthony Annunziato, Ed.D) at
annunzia@stjohns.edu.
Thank you so much for your time, consideration, and support.
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